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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation queries how ‘governance’ – as a process where social behavior 

and development is organized, coordinated, and guided – is produced and maintained in 

spaces where the institutions of ‘government’ are essentially absent. In Brazil, for 

example, where more than one-third of the total urban population lives in favelas (urban 

slums, often lacking basic state resources), researchers continually report that social and 

political order is maintained in slum communities, even when the official state apparatus 

has no visible presence whatsoever. The reason for this, suggest some scholars, lies in the 

fear and violence that is used by drug traffickers to control the spaces where they do 

business (i.e., favelas). But this answer is incomplete and based almost exclusively upon 

research from only two Brazilian cities (Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo): drug traffickers 

do not rule most favelas in Brazil, and socio-political cohesion is rarely, if ever, preserved 

through constant gang or police surveillance in favelas outside of Rio and São Paulo. Still 

unknown, therefore, is how and why a majority of favelas, despite the severely 

diminished presence of a state apparatus (official or otherwise), continue to function like 

any other Brazilian neighborhood. Through a case study of a favela in a midsized city in 

northeast Brazil (Fortaleza), and relying upon a mixed-methodological research design 

(e.g., semi-structured interviews, focus groups, participant observation, archival 

research), this dissertation helps to explain the paradox of governance in ungoverned 

spaces.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Initial beginnings 

 I would love to begin this introduction with a story of how I was predestined to do 

research in Brazil. A personal narrative describing how I always knew, since before I 

could remember, that ‘some part of my soul’ was Brazilian would fit beautifully at the 

beginning of this dissertation. Then again, were I to invent such a story, most of it would 

be a lie. Like so much in my life, my first encounter with Brazil came nearly by accident. 

Just twenty years old when I first lived there, I struggled often to adapt. Portuguese was 

difficult for me, and only through persistence and my own hardheaded nature to finish 

what I begin did I learn the language. My ignorance of the country and the culture was 

frustrating, and reducing the awkwardness of my daily interactions became a personal 

goal for me. It was anything but love at first sight, and were it not for some very good 

friendships, I might likely have never returned to Brazil after my initial excursion. Eleven 

years later, however, I now find myself with a wealth of personal and research experience 

in Brazil, and many of those same friendships I made as a twenty-year-old continue to 

draw me back and keep me rooted in what I do. 

 I first traveled to Brazil in the fall of 2000. I was an anthropology student in my 

junior year at the University of Colorado, and I was fascinated by questions of 

development and culture and social justice. I wanted to study abroad in Latin America, 

and in truth, I had my sights set on Argentina or Chile. But by the time I finally submitted 

my application to the study abroad office, the program rosters for Buenos Aires and 
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Santiago were already full. If I wanted to live in South America, I was told, my only 

option was in Fortaleza, Brazil. Apprehensive about the language barrier, I naively 

trusted those who insisted my background in Spanish would make it “easy” for me to 

learn Portuguese. I filled out the application documents, and by early September I was on 

my way to Fortaleza. 

 Though difficult as it was for me at first, Fortaleza provided an ideal academic 

setting. Questions of socioeconomic class, race, gender, identity, development, and so on 

were so clearly etched into every facet of my daily life that I began to absorb what I had 

been unable – or perhaps unwilling – to see before. When my study abroad experience 

was over and I returned to Boulder, I could not set aside the questions I had begun to 

unpack while in Fortaleza. Newly inspired, I continued to take Portuguese classes and 

pursue topics in the cultural anthropology of Brazil and Latin America. During my senior 

year at Colorado, I briefly returned to Fortaleza on an undergraduate research grant to 

conduct fieldwork for my senior honors thesis. Not wanting to stop there, I graduated 

college and moved to São Paulo, Brazil, in order to volunteer my time with an NGO 

working to serve the educational needs of underprivileged children. By the time I 

returned to the U.S. almost a year later, I was intent upon continuing the academic 

journey I first began in Fortaleza, and I applied to graduate programs in human and 

cultural geography. Thus began my career in the School of Geography and Development 

at the University of Arizona, which, after seven years, now culminates in this dissertation 

thesis.  
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Like my undergraduate work, my graduate research has maintained a focus in 

northeastern Brazil. Intrigued by questions of agrarian reform in Latin America, during 

the summer of 2005 I returned to Fortalza in order to conduct fieldwork for my M.A. 

thesis. Using Henri Lefebvre’s theory of spatial production, I explored the social and 

spatial practices that shape the communities of O Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais 

Sem Terra (The Movement of Landless Rural Workers, often referred to as the MST). 

Through a case study of an MST community nearly two hundred miles southwest of 

Fortaleza, I developed a framework for conceptualizing Brazilian agrarian reform within 

the context of spatial appropriation and the tactics of counter-hegemonic ideology. 

Important for considering the production and constant re-articulation of space, this spatial 

analytic also offers new insight into the attributes that frequently distinguish individual 

MST communities. This work was published in 2008 (Garmany 2008 – see Appendix A), 

and to date remains one of the few examples of a Lefebvrian analysis of rural space. 

I remained interested in the MST, but my return to Fortaleza in 2005 also drew 

my attention to questions of urban development in the favela (urban slum) community of 

Pirambu. During the weeks while I conducted research with MST officials in Fortaleza, I 

lived with a small family in Pirambu where plans for a large-scale municipal project hotly 

divided the community. Wanting to investigate further, I returned to Brazil the following 

summer intent upon two objectives: first, to interview MST leader João Pedro Stedile at 

the movement’s headquarters in São Paulo, and; second, to conduct preliminary research 

in Fortaleza concerning the effects of the city’s development plans within Pirambu. This 

second round of fieldwork proved greatly successful, helping to guide me towards a 
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dissertation topic in Fortaleza while, at the same time, leading to three separate 

publications because of my trip to São Paulo (Garmany 2006; Garmany and Maia 2007; 

Garmany and Maia 2008 – see Appendices B, D, and C, respectively).  

In 2007 I returned to Pirambu for a third consecutive summer in order to conduct 

a final stage of dissertation pilot research. I needed to reaffirm and expand my contacts 

within the community, and the trip helped me to further develop a set of research 

questions for my dissertation proposal. Issues related to urban development continued to 

inform my research design, but broader theoretical questions of governance and the 

political geographies of slum communities began to emerge from my pre-dissertation 

work. Quite simply, existing published accounts of socio-political cohesion within 

favelas did not match with what I observed in Pirambu, and I needed several months in 

the field in order to research multiple processes of community governance. Funded by a 

Doctoral Dissertation Research Improvement grant from the National Science 

Foundation’s division of Geography and Regional Science and the Office of International 

Science and Engineering, along with support from the Social and Behavioral Sciences 

Research Institute at the University of Arizona, in January of 2009 I traveled once again 

to Fortaleza in order to complete the fieldwork for my doctoral dissertation. To explain 

the goals of this research and the process by which data were collected, I now turn to a 

more focused description of my research questions and the methodologies that guided my 

work in the field.  

Governance without government 

Citing a 2003 UN-HABITAT report, Mike Davis writes in Planet of Slums that 
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over half of city dwellers worldwide, roughly 1.6 billion people, currently live in poverty. 

As an example, Davis notes that 51.7 million Brazilians live in favelas, a figure equaling 

36.6 percent of the country’s total urban population (Davis 2006: 24-25). Also 

distressing, insists Xavier Raufer, are the consequences for ignoring the severity of this 

poverty: “[future] wars, whether inspired by terrorism or criminality, will originate in two 

types of lawless zones: failed states” and the “vast anarchic urban sprawls in the 

developing world (Karachi, Lagos, Rio de Janeiro, etc.)” (2006: 134). Though such 

warnings foreshadow an ominous future for a country such as Brazil, current research 

offers little to suggest that the country’s favelas are unraveling (Arias 2004; Fernandes 

2005; Gondim 2004; Holston 2008). In fact, even in areas where the state apparatus1 has 

no visible presence (Caldeira 2000; Leeds 1996; O’Donnell 1993), ethnographic 

researchers (Goldstein 2003; Guillermoprieto 1991; Scheper-Hughes 1993) continually 

corroborate Janice Perlman’s observation that most favelas are “internally safe and 

relatively free from crime and interpersonal violence” (1976: 136).  

These two divergent perspectives on favela life, pitted as social stability versus 

chaos, present a dogged paradox for researchers and activists concerned with urban 

slums: how can effective social order, as documented in authoritative accounts by 

Perlman, Goldstein, and others, persist in spaces that, according to other researchers (e.g., 

Hecht 2006; O’Donnell 1993), are essentially anarchic? What might compel favelados 

(favela dwellers), the most highly marginalized of all urban socio-economic groups, to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Here I follow Louis Althusser (1971) in defining ‘state apparatus’ as the material 
instruments and institutional structures of state power, including the police, their offices, 
and their technologies of enforcement, as well as courts and jails.  
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cohere to the governance systems of a state apparatus with which they (supposedly) have 

very little contact? According to many of those who find that Brazilian favelas have a 

high level of social and political structure (Caldeira and Holston 1999; Mafra 1998; 

Travassos 1998), governance occurs through the absolute and often violent control 

exerted by gangs and drug traffickers. Quite simply, these researchers maintain, 

traffickers serve as a surrogate state apparatus, establishing the rules of their community 

through sheer force (Goldstein 2003; Leeds 1996). But this explanation is only partial, 

and offers little insight into the majority of Brazilian favelas, where violence is much less 

prevalent than in the oft-publicized neighborhoods of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo 

(Burgos 1998; Cabanes 2002; Gay 1994). With little material presence of an identifiable 

governing authority, either state-sanctioned or otherwise, what other forces of social 

stability and control might be operating in the communities most Brazilian favelados call 

home? Though an emerging body of literature (Fernandes 2005; Holston 2008) is 

beginning to address this question, existent accounts remain focused upon the 

conurbation of Rio and São Paulo and do not examine the issue of social stability in less 

exceptional, more common spaces. It is this gap in the literature that my dissertation 

research aims to fill: to investigate, through a mixed-method analysis, the structures, 

networks, and practices of social order in a Brazilian slum. 

Research problem 

Situated in the Northeast of Brazil, the city of Fortaleza is typical of the urban 

settings where many favelados now live. With a rapidly growing population of nearly two 

and half million, recent figures estimate that roughly thirty-six percent of Fortaleza’s 
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residents work entirely in the informal sector, and that at least thirty percent of the 

population lives in favelas (Gondim 2004: 62). Among the oldest and largest of these 

favelas is Pirambu, a community made up of several low-income neighborhoods 

positioned along the coast in the northwest part of the city. First occupied by squatters in 

the 1930s and ’40s (Costa, 1999), Pirambu’s population has swelled over the decades, 

leaving residents and local experts to speculate that somewhere between 120,000 to 

250,000 people currently reside there.2 Like many Brazilian favelas, Pirambu appears to 

be in a constant state of ‘favela renewal,’ differentiated from traditional urban renewal by 

the grassroots, ad hoc nature by which it operates (see Figure 1.1). 

Community leadership and organization in Pirambu, like favelas elsewhere, have 

traditionally oscillated, and operated in-between, three governing nodes (Costa 1999; 

Silva 2002): 1) the official state apparatus, originating at one of three levels of 

government (national, state, and city); 2) quasi governmental, or mixed state/civil society 

institutions, established primarily to mesh the goals of city leaders with the demands of 

the community; and 3) localized community groups, formed to address the specific needs 

of residents. Though material evidence (e.g., infrastructural facilities, offices, medical 

clinics, security providers) of each can be found in Pirambu (as in most favelas), their 

combined effects produce only a low-intensity governing presence (Bava 1994; Cabanes 

2002), and their efforts would seem to fall well short of serving the many needs of this 

large and impoverished community. How, then, do communities like Pirambu, with few 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  All data pertaining to Pirambu, unless cited otherwise, come from a collection of semi-
structured interviews gathered as part of the author’s pilot research (2005-2007). 
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state resources or civil society influences, yet devoid of widespread and oppressive gang 

activity, maintain such high levels of political and social organization? More pointedly: 

How is the community governed? Who is responsible for ensuring that governance? And 

why is the prevailing ‘system’ of governance generally accepted? Despite the diminished 

presence of material indicators for the state apparatus (official or otherwise), and the fact 

that residents have no legal ownership of the land their homes are built upon,3 Pirambu, 

like most favelas, continues to function in much the same fashion as any other Brazilian 

neighborhood. Still unknown to social science researchers, however, is how and why this 

happens. 

This dissertation asks how governance is produced in Pirambu, what are the roles 

of state vs. non-state actors in that process, and what are the daily socio-spatial practices 

that maintain social and political cohesion? More specifically, can the wider 

understanding of governance (e.g., Althusser 1971; Foucault 1988, 1991, 1995; Gramsci 

1971; Mitchell 1999) – as opposed to the narrower and more theoretically limited 

understanding of governing – help to explain Pirambu’s high level of social organization 

and lack of significant conflict, and what might that imply for government-based models 

of local power and control, particularly in a neoliberal era (Harvey 2005, 2007) where 

states are pulling back from previous responsibilities of social and economic provision?  

This research takes as a starting point a large literature on the relations between 

government (i.e., the state-sanctioned and effected apparatus of socio-political order; see 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 This point, explained in further detail below, is one of the basic attributes that constitute 
a “favela” in Brazil. 
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Lefebvre 2003a; Mouffe 2005) and governance (i.e., “the coordination of complex social 

systems and steering of societal development,” Painter 2000: 317; see also Hannah 2000; 

Rosenau and Czempiel 1992), including their different stances to political power, to 

provide an alternative explanation for high levels of social and cultural cohesion in a 

slum community. It does so by also assuming that space is integral to the ways that socio-

political consistency is achieved and practiced in daily life.  

My approach pivots upon two different but related interrogatory axes: 

1. How is governance produced without government? More specifically, in spaces 

where the state has a diminished material presence, what are the non-state institutions, 

practices, actors, etc., that constitute governance (e.g., Radcliffe, Laurie, and 

Andolina 2002)? Surely alternative collectivized entities (e.g., NGOs) exist in lieu of 

an official governmental influence, but how do they, with only limited authority, 

contribute to ongoing, cohesive socio-political practices (i.e., governance)? 

2. What traction does the concept of governance, in its attempt to describe a set of force 

and power relations that include but are not exhausted by state institutions, lend to 

studies of urban slums and socio-political cohesion? We know, for example, that 

geographers have fruitfully engaged theoretical frameworks of biopower (Foucault 

1991, 1995) and bare life (Agamben 1998, 2005) to understand the relationship 

between government (e.g., the state) and governance (e.g., rule) in other contexts 

(Elden 2007a, 2007b; Huxley 2007; Mountz 2004; Pratt 2005; Secor 2007). But what 

might this approach provide for an examination of social cohesion and political 

stability in a developing world slum?  
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Through ethnographic and archival-based research, including work with 

pirambuenses (residents of Pirambu) involved in state, mixed state/civil, and community 

activities, in this dissertation I examine how Pirambu is politically organized, and the 

effects of that organization upon observable indicators of social stability in the 

community. In recognizing how the state’s influence tends to vary across space (Cox 

2001; Jessop 1990; Marston 2004) – from the formal policing and control of bounded 

territories through the micro-effects of self-discipline, such as are produced by discourses 

and practices of nationalism and state allegiance – this study introduces theoretical 

debates of 1) self-regulating versus state/rule-based governance and; 2) emergent forms 

of civil association relative to state-led forms into broader discussions of political and 

urban geography.  

Theoretical background 

Two bodies of literature, one primarily theoretical and the other more pragmatic, 

combine to frame my research in Fortaleza. The first, political geography, has contributed 

significantly to theoretical understandings of government and governance (Jessop 1990, 

2007; Painter 2006; Scott 1998), helping to elucidate complex networks of power 

between institutions, groups, and individuals (Marston 2004; Secor 2004). And the 

second, urban development studies, provides much needed perspective for questions of 

poverty in Latin American cities (e.g., Caldeira 2000; Chant 2004; Goldstein 2003), 

offering the necessary regional and historical context within which to frame my research. 
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State/political theory4 

For Michel Foucault, the modern state apparatus governs through the “ensemble” of 

micro-practices, technologies, and self-disciplinary behaviors that individuals enact in 

everyday life (Foucault 1991: 102). This understanding of the state and state power has 

proven decisive in a wide range of social sites, from hospitals and prisons (Foucault 

1995, 2001; Parr, Philo, and Burns 2004) to neighbor-to-neighbor surveillance (Robinson 

2000) and on television (Skelton 2001). For Foucault, ‘governmentality’ is less about the 

art of governance through repressive state apparatuses (Althusser 1971) as it is about the 

‘production’ of a population in which individuals discipline themselves, and more 

specifically their bodies, effectively enacting the state in their daily practice. As such, 

Foucault suggests that the state’s objective is not the control of a given space, per se, but 

control over social behavior throughout space. In this way, one can imagine how space 

might become governmentalized (i.e., managed and ordered according to the state’s 

specifications) through routines of disciplined behaviors, enabling the state to do its work 

even in a space with a limited collection of state artifacts (e.g., security personnel, 

surveillance technologies such as CCTV, government institutions). 

Expanding upon this idea, Foucault reasons that the precise control of bodies in 

space is, today, achieved through “biopower” (Foucault 1990). As Paul Rabinow offers, 

this “new regime of power….coalesces around two distinct poles”: the rational, scientific, 

and political ordering and classification of the human species, and the “control” and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Parts of this section are sampled from Chapter Three. For a more detailed investigation 
of this topic, please see Garmany 2009. 
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“manipulation” of bodies (1984: 17). In this way, Foucault shows how power can shift 

from being repressive to productive, that is, when people enact the state not so much for 

fear of retribution, but for purposes that conform to accepted (and hegemonic) standards 

of ‘normalcy’ (Foucault 1988, 1990, 1995; Sharp et al. 2000). Though Foucault provided 

very little on what, exactly, the state is (preferring instead to focus upon how the state 

governs), numerous scholars have since built upon his work in order to examine how and 

in what forms the state is manifested (Agamben 1998; Artexaga 2003; Elden 2007a, 

2007b; Hanson and Stepputat 2001; Jessop 2007; Mountz 2004; Secor 2003, 2004, 2007). 

For Timothy Mitchell, the Foucaultian state is an “effect” (1999: 89), constituted by and 

indivisible from the same social practices (including language and discourse) that 

constitute other apparent structures, such as the economy and society. More directly, the 

state is the effect of biopower made productive, enabled through methods of 

governmentality that include (but are not limited to) institutions of law, governance, 

health, education, etc. 

This understanding of the state is decidedly different from those, particularly 

scholars of Latin America (e.g., Caldeira 2000; Goldstein 2003; Leeds 1996; O’Donnell 

1993), who meter ‘state presence’ through institutions and services (Andolina, Laurie, 

and Radcliffe 2009; Corbridge et al. 2005; Scott 1998). Because the state is not a ‘thing,’ 

it also cannot be measured simply in relation to other ‘things.’ More pointedly, the 

existence of state actors, state buildings, state institutions, etc., are not evidence of the 

state, per se (though they may, indeed, work to produce it): rather, they are the product of 

government, what Foucault (drawing from Guillaume de La Perrière) understands to be a 
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way of arranging “things” so that a “suitable end” may be achieved (2007: 98). 

Government, in this sense, is the model through which social behavior becomes 

engineered: the state, on another finger of the same hand, is the apparatus – the practice – 

that is inseparable from government. As Foucault suggests, “government has to function 

according to truth” (2008: 32), as an axiom, and must appear natural in its raison d’être. 

And the effect of this logic regime, the regulatory idea of governmental reason – above 

all, the art of government – is the state. “The state does not have an essence,” according 

to Foucault, “and is nothing else but the mobile effect of a regime of multiple 

governmentalities” (2008: 77). As such, the state exists only insofar as it is a practice; “a 

way of governing,” writes Foucault, and “a way too of relating to government” (2007: 

277). 

How, then, is the state – as the residue of multiple, governmentalized practices – 

to be spatially located and empirically quantified by social scientists? Geographers Anna 

Secor (2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2007) and Joe Painter (2006, 2007) provide especially 

well-grounded empirical portraits of this type of state, situating it within the nexus of 

spatial and social relations that constitute daily life. Writes Secor, “In everyday life the 

state is experienced and recognized through a multiplicity of sites, agents, institutions, 

techniques, and regulatory practices” (2007: 33). From this perspective on the state, 

Secor, along with others who have questioned the enactment of governance in everyday 

bodily practice (Kuus 2007; Painter 2006; Scott 1998), offers researchers considerable 

traction for insights into the ways state power works in non-Anglo contexts. Rather than 

evidenced through (and reified by) buildings, programs, actors, infrastructure, uniforms, 
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and so on, the state emerges through the practices of individuals and from their 

orchestrated performances. More to the point, the state is not more or less ‘present’ 

according to a calculable set of artifactual indicators, but instead exists and is reproduced 

through material practices and discursive regimes,   

Urban development/favela literature5 

Throughout the twentieth-century, as urbanization tended to coincide with 

increased levels of development for countries in the Northern Hemisphere, Latin America 

experienced the opposite effect: though cities grew remarkably fast, so did disparities in 

wealth and urban poverty (Gilbert 2004). By the latter half of the century, massive slums 

had come to occupy nearly every city in the region (Gynne and Kay 2004). Brazil was no 

exception to this trend, where shantytowns swelled, in part, because of long-established 

land-use laws permitting squatters to occupy ‘unused’ land.6 The occupiers, however, 

rarely ever obtained ‘ownership’ of their neighborhoods, and even as municipal districts 

have now come to annex favela communities, residents secure only ‘possession’ rights to 

the land their homes are built upon (Holston 2008).  

Starting with the pioneering work of Janice Perlman (1976), ethnographic 

accounts of favelas began to emerge in the 1980s and ’90s, first in Rio and later in São 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Parts of this section are sampled from Chapter Two. For a more detailed investigation of 
this topic, please see Garmany 2011. 
	  
6 Known as usucapião, article 183 of the Brazilian Constitution states: “An individual 
who possesses an urban area of up to two hundred and fifty square meters, for five years, 
without interruption or opposition, using it as his or as his family’s home, shall acquire 
domain of it, provided that he does not own any other urban or rural property.” 
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Paulo, detailing the hardships (Scheper-Hughes 1992) and cultural differences 

(Guillermoprieto 1991) faced by favelados. Ethnography quickly gained favor for its 

ability to uncover social, political, and cultural nuance, and researchers could 

authoritatively make, among others, the following claims: 1) favelados are not 

“backward[s]” or “leeches on urban infrastructure” (Perlman 1976: 2), but, rather, are 

excluded from formal politics (Caldeira 2000, Kowarick and Bundaki 1994) and provided 

with minimal state resources (O’Donnell 1993); 2) favela communities rarely see the 

benefits of urban development projects, including those initiated specifically for their 

advantage (Holston 2008; Supplicy 1988); and, 3) residents fear and are regularly 

criminalized by the police (Caldeira 2000), and as such, some actually prefer the rule of 

local gangs and drug traffickers (Goldstein 2003; Leeds 1996).  

Important as each of these contributions have been, however, every one of them 

comes from Rio or São Paulo, and often lost on those who attempt to make 

generalizations about Brazil are the differences that can exist across regions. It is the 

Northeast, moreover, writes Joseph Page, that “contains the largest concentration of 

wretchedness, both rural and urban, to be found anywhere in the Western Hemisphere” 

(1995: 186). Plagued by draught and chronic underdevelopment (Juca 1994; Souza 

2002), the region that surrounds Fortaleza has lagged behind Brazil’s more developed 

southern half for centuries (Amora 1994). Though urban and industrial expansion did not 

miss the Northeast in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, by 1980, when Fortaleza’s population 

had ballooned to 1.3 million, forty-nine percent of people still worked in the informal 

sector of the economy (Gondim 2004: 66). Faced today with few agricultural or industrial 
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possibilities, out-migration to the wealthier south continues at an astonishing rate (Skop 

et al. 2006), and tourism has been hailed as the panacea for economic development in 

Fortaleza and other coastal cities (Gondim 2004). Communities like Pirambu continue to 

expand every week in Fortaleza, Salvador, Recife, and São Luís, and while a small 

collection of work in Portuguese exists to document their historical trajectories (e.g., 

Cabanes 2002; Costa 1999; Souza 2001a), analyses of these areas remain largely 

underdeveloped.  

Accounts of poverty and the proliferation of slums, along with questions of social 

justice and uneven development, have loomed large in urban geography since David 

Harvey first published Social Justice and the City in 1973 (Castells 1977, 1999; Cox 

2001; Harvey 1982, 1985, 1989; Lefebvre 1996, 2003b; Mitchell 2003; Purcell 2003; 

Smith 1986; 1991; 1996). And though significant attention has, indeed, been paid to cities 

in the developing world (e.g., O’Hare and Rivas 2007; Smith 2002; Souza 2001b), 

researchers rarely engage such settings with the same theoretical rigor they do with more 

developed countries, leaving such issues as gentrification, social resistance, and urban 

governance mostly untouched in countries like Brazil. Of the work that does exist on 

Brazilian cities (e.g., O’Hare and Barke 2002; Outtes 2003; Skop et al. 2006), an 

overwhelming majority focuses upon the conurbation of Rio and São Paulo, and 

economic globalization is, almost always, the frame of analysis. What remains 

problematic about this situation is that megacities with more than ten million inhabitants 

are far less common than cities with one to two million, and it is the latter, I suggest, that 
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geographers should more carefully consider in order to understand third world 

urbanization.  

 This study, by introducing urban development literature to theoretical 

considerations of governance, contributes to existing debates over social cohesion in non-

governed spaces, along with providing greater clarity and substance to two dynamic 

geographic traditions. For political geography, it brings empirical transparency to an 

emerging field of theory by way of a case (urban slums) that is being duplicated in 

thousands of cities across the globe. And for urban geography, it moves beyond the 

confines of Brazil’s most famous (and indeed most exceptional) urban agglomeration, 

joining primary data with a theoretical investigation to help explain socio-political order 

in one of the world’s most rapidly growing (and allegedly anarchic) spaces. 

Research design 

There are several factors that make Pirambu an ideal case study for my research. 

First, it is one of Brazil’s largest favela communities (Costa 1999), with a long history of 

collective social action and grassroots political participation. Second, Fortaleza is a 

midsized Brazilian city, characteristic of many urban areas in Brazil (along with other 

regions in Latin America), providing the type of setting that has, for far too long, been 

overlooked by most investigators. Third, Pirambu is considerably less violent than 

neighborhoods in Rio and São Paulo, where researchers are currently finding it too 

dangerous to visit. As a case study site, Pirambu is much safer. And finally, never in 

recent years have state, state/civil, and non-state community governing organizations in 

Pirambu been more clearly defined than with the emergence of an urban development 
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project, known locally as ‘Vila do Mar.’ Vila do Mar is designed to construct a costal 

roadway northward from the city’s center directly along the eastern edge of Pirambu, a 

section of underdeveloped beachfront property roughly five kilometers long (see Figure 

1.3). Supporters tout Vila do Mar as an urban development opportunity, capitalizing upon 

the natural beauty of the area through economic investment. Lying in the path of its 

construction, however, are the homes of several thousand residents, and opinions are 

hotly divided over Vila do Mar’s plans to relocate these families (see Figure 1.2). By 

forcing residents and city planners to articulate their goals for Pirambu’s future, Vila do 

Mar has brought to light the groups, spaces, and issues that constitute the community’s 

social and political infrastructure.7 

Methodology  

My research methodology is informed primarily by participant observation 

techniques, long used by cultural anthropologists for the “experiential knowledge” they 

provide (Bernard 2002: 322). Inherent to the philosophy of this research is the 

understanding that researchers must engage and collaborate with community members, 

the latter of which, because it is they who inhabit the research sites, carry a deeper 

knowledge of space and place not privy to the investigator (Gibson-Graham 2006). 

Drawing from semi-structured interviews, focus groups, content and discourse analysis, 

archival research, and community debate, the bulk of this research was conducted over a 

period of six (visa-limited) months during 2009. By living with a small family (with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 For more on this, please see Chapter Two. 
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whom I have stayed several times before) in the heart of Pirambu, I remained in the 

community for the entirety of the project. 

‘Representation’ and qualitative research 

Due to its size, history, diversity, and continually changing landscape, Pirambu is 

an especially intricate site of analysis. In an attempt to capture this complexity and do 

justice to my representation of its residents, I lived in the community throughout the 

course of this study, learning from and participating in the daily activities of residents 

involved in ‘governing’ activities. To understand how the community is politically and 

socially organized, how cohesion is maintained, how authority figures draw on sites of 

social and political power, and how residents seek redress when they perceive injustice, 

my research was predicated upon ongoing participant observation. More specifically, I 

engaged an autoethnographic framework, valuable for personalizing the accounts of the 

author’s experience within the culture being researched (BRE 2007). As BRE writes, 

“Autoethnography replaces the ‘power over’ of scholarly authority, offering instead a 

‘power with’ the researching self and others” (2007: 229). Autoethnography also avoids 

the totalizing claims so often problematic in qualitative research, situating the researcher 

within the account so that representations are never un-criticized or taken for granted 

(e.g., Goldstein 2003; Guillermoprieto 1991; Perlman 1976; Scheper-Hughes 1992).  

Interviews, focus groups, and participatory research 

 My investigation proceeded in stages, adapting to findings and local events in 

order to remain flexible, yet maintaining an organizational model and schedule to ensure 

thoroughness. I began by conducting semi-structured interviews with residents (in 2009, 
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n = 61) and holding two focus group meetings in order to familiarize myself with the 

organizational capacities in Pirambu, current concerns among residents, and the layout of 

order and disorder discourses as they are represented by community members (Longhurst 

2003; Secor 2003). These interview and focus group sessions provided me with data 

regarding: 1) How residents participate in community decision making exercises; 2) How 

people are invited to participate and/or how they are informed of community 

developments; 3) What happens when social control breaks down in the community; 4) 

Who residents contact when they perceive injustice, and how ‘normalcy’ is then restored; 

5) What social networks residents rely upon, how well they know/trust their neighbors; 

and 6) What roles are played by institutions not designated as ‘government’ (e.g., 

churches, schools, neighborhood groups, NGOs).  

Using these data, I then interviewed representatives from each of the three nodes 

of government: state actors (including local vereadores or municipal representatives and 

city hall employees who live in Priambu, as well as representatives of the local police); 

actors situated in mixed state/civil society institutions (the directors and staff members of 

a local, quasi-governmental community resource centers); and officials and staff 

members of non-state institutions (including the leaders of local grassroots NGOs that 

serve community health and family needs, church officials, and community leaders). My 

goal here was to gain a sense of the ‘landscape’ of social control and decision-making in 

Pirambu. I had already established good rapport with each of these groups because of my 

pilot research, and using ‘snowballing’ techniques to increase my existing contacts, my 

study evolved and became more robust as I learned how governance operated in the 



	   29 

community. 

Building upon the data collected from semi-structured interviews and focus group 

meetings, ongoing participant observation strengthened the quantity and quality of my 

data, serving as a ‘testing ground’ for the interview responses I collected (Bourgois 

1995). I relied upon participant observation methods to understand: 1) What socio-spatial 

practices maintain cohesion within the community; 2) Which actors provide community 

surveillance and guardianship (e.g., women, teachers, the elderly), and which solidify 

more formal controls within the community (e.g., church officials, doctors); 3) How 

closely do people’s perceptions of limited government match what actually happens (i.e., 

residents may say that they never rely on the police, but if the police are called whenever 

there is disorder, then there exists an important disconnect between perception and 

practice); and, 4) How people self-govern through the impress of more subtle forms of 

power (e.g., the gaze of the neighbor, the outreach of the church official, the discourses of 

‘community’ that arise in neighborhood meetings). By living in the community and 

working/participating with the three institutions of governance (e.g., accompanying and 

assisting them in their community work), I gained an understanding for how governance 

is actually produced and practiced in Pirambu.  

Some open-ended follow-up interviews with key informants were digitally 

recorded using an iPod microphone (in 2009, n = 11), and later transcribed and coded for 

content and discourse analysis (Secor 2007). Among the questions I addressed during this 

phase of my investigation were the roles of national and regional identities upon notions 

of ‘good citizenship,’ discourses of ‘city,’ ‘community,’ and ‘home’ in the construction 
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of cultural mores, and how a respondent’s answers correlated to their age, gender, race, 

and socio-economic status. These data were crucial to understanding governance in 

Pirambu, both in the ways they reveal how state and non-state institutions interact with 

residents and for sorting out the services and responsibilities of each (i.e., which 

institutional node responds to which issues, where within Pirambu those institutions are 

thought to operate, and how effective those responses are in the eyes of residents). I also, 

at this stage, conducted a second round of focus group meetings (in 2009, n = 4), this 

time cross-sectioning the groups by age and gender. Carefully selected focus group 

meetings during the latter stages of fieldwork proved especially useful for addressing a 

host of issues untouched by individual interviews, and, as Secor observes, they are 

“especially appropriate for studies of how certain issues or experiences are talked about 

and debated” (2010: 194). These data, in addition to providing my investigation a deeper, 

first-hand sense of history (necessary for recognizing and understanding change in 

Pirambu), complemented a daily journal detailing events and observations in the 

community and contributed to my ongoing participatory observation research. In order to 

protect the best interests of my research consultants, all identifying information for those 

who participated was not kept, and the protocol of I.R.B. (approved project number 07-

0479-02 – see Appendix F) was followed at all times. 

Secondary resource review, quantitative indicators of governance, and community 

feedback 

 The third methodological component of my investigation involved, first, the use 

of archival resources, and second, the re-presentation of research findings to the 
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community. My ongoing review of archival resources, starting at Fortaleza’s public 

library and at the library at the Federal University in Fortaleza, helped to quantify 

political representation in Pirambu (e.g., how vereadores are apportioned throughout the 

city, what their campaign promises are, how frequently they are required to meet with 

their constituents), and assess the historical accomplishments of political activists in the 

community. These data, along with information from interviews, focus groups, and 

participant observation, were then re-presented to the community at an open meeting held 

at a parochial hall in Pirambu, where a ‘white paper’ (in Portuguese) detailing the results 

of the research was also distributed and archived (see Appendix E). By fostering debate 

and receiving critique, my engagement with the community in this investigation was 

essential for strengthening the overall scope of the research. 

Photographic evidence was also collected in order to document my research, 

providing visual evidence to accompany future written work. By engaging a mixed-

method research design, grounded within the context of constant participant observation, 

my research offers a valuable ethnographic contribution to governance studies while, at 

the same time, providing a much-needed set of quantitative governance indicators for 

Pirambu residents and urban slum scholars alike. 

Outline of chapters 

In chapter two, I begin with an overview of urban development in Fortaleza and 

situate the city – and the community of Pirambu – within broader scholarly debates of 

urban geography in Latin America. The academic literature on Brazilian cities focuses 

overwhelmingly upon the metropolises of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, and while 
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fruitful in its own right, this research confronts scholars of Latin American cities 

elsewhere with two ongoing limitations: 1) Despite estimates that nearly a quarter of 

Brazil’s urban population inhabits the conurbation of Rio and São Paulo, at least seventy-

five percent of urban space in Brazil, an area populated by roughly 120 million people, is 

consistently overlooked; and 2) The findings from these two megacities are often (and 

unfairly) extrapolated across other urban contexts in Brazil, perpetuating lingering 

misgivings about the overall ‘nature’ of Brazilian cities. 

In this chapter I consider the Northeast of Brazil, drawing upon my own research 

in Pirambu to help understand urban development outside of the Rio/São Paulo corridor. 

By considering historical circumstances, geographic specificity, theoretical implications, 

and the course of Brazilian development, I highlight informal urban growth in an oft-

overlooked region of Latin America while, at the same time, revealing many of the 

geographic attributes that give Rio and São Paulo their truly exceptional character. My 

goal in this chapter is not to refute the work of others, but rather to underscore the 

importance of geographic context to socio-spatial processes of urban development. 

In chapter three I address the ways that governance and socio-political cohesion 

become manifest in communities like Pirambu. Given that the influence of the state 

apparatus tends to vary across space, it has been frequently presumed that the state 

develops a stronger presence in wealthier neighborhoods (where levels of capital 

accumulation are higher) than it does in poorer ones. In Brazilian favelas, as a prominent 

example, ethnographic accounts have previously suggested that the presence of the 

"official" state is limited and on the decline. Based on the results of intensive fieldwork in 



	   33 

Pirambu, however, this chapter complicates that argument, positing that the state, through 

the effects of governmentality, may actually have a much stronger presence in favelas 

than has often been presumed. Drawing upon case research with favela residents, and 

interpreting through a Foucaultian perspective, this chapter explains the increasing 

presence of the state through the governmentality produced in urban space. Mediated 

technologies (e.g., television) are central to this process, and throughout this chapter I 

show how favela residents, like urban dwellers everywhere, become ‘governmentalized’ 

through a variety of social and spatial practices (e.g., watching television). By 

recognizing how the state is produced both in and through bodies and space, researchers 

are provided better traction for understanding proliferating urban slums and explaining 

the political landscapes they engender. 

Chapter four builds upon the arguments laid out in chapter three by investigating 

how geographies of religion are also fundamental to understanding governance and social 

order in contemporary urban space. More specifically, this chapter argues that Foucault’s 

notion of governmentality characterizes regimes of power beyond just the state apparatus, 

positing that religion and churches also produce and maintain the knowledges, truths, and 

social order associated with governmentality and self-regulated governance. By 

considering the geography of religion literature within the context of Foucualt’s work, I 

illustrate the importance of religious and spiritual practices to contemporary urban space, 

and the roles they play in producing and maintaining governance and socio-political 

order. My purpose is not to suggest that governmentality has been misapplied as a 

theoretical tool for understanding the state and political power, but to show how the term 
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actually describes power more generally, including spiritual moments in addition to 

political ones. Drawing again from my case study in Pirambu, I substantiate my 

theoretical argument using empirical examples in order to show how governmentality is 

produced through religion and churches and the relationship between spiritual practices 

and governance in everyday space.  

Finally, in chapter five, I explore the oft-overlooked ways that space is 

disorganized – and how processes of governmentality are becoming eroded – in 

communities like Pirambu. The purpose of this chapter, in particular, is to consider how 

narcotics, violence, fear, and death affect contemporary urban space. Though geographers 

have long investigated patterns of drug use and death in cities, few have analyzed how 

drugs and homicide – with the capabilities to alter both bodies and space – produce 

change and profoundly influence urban socio-spatial contexts. By unpacking multiple 

narratives of daily violence and drug use in Pirambu, I show the need for nuanced spatial 

analytics that reflect upon narcotics, homicide, and fear by accounting for their roles in 

shaping everyday urban landscapes. Important for understanding the interconnected 

spatial relationships between past and present (and future) events, necro and narco-

geographies also shed light upon the ways that people encounter and experience space in 

a growing number of urban contexts worldwide. 

The purpose of this body of work is to scrutinize the spatialities of governance 

and urban development, and in my conclusions I offer a summation of my research 

findings and contemplate future work into the ways space intersects with ongoing 

processes of governmentality and deterritorialization. For decades now, the community of 
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scholars engaged with questions of urban poverty has been growing, assuming even 

greater international and cross-disciplinary dimensions as the scale and ramifications of 

these issues continue to escalate (Castells 1977; Harvey 1973, 1989; Kowarick 1994; 

Mitchell 2003; Smith 1996; Suplicy 1988; Vilas 1994). With increasing contributions 

from anthropology, sociology, and political science, my dissertation is significant in that 

it queries not only how governance is produced in spaces where the state apparatus has a 

lower-intensity presence, but whether formal institutions of government are even 

necessary to produce social and political cohesion across space.  

Never have the problems faced by the urban poor been of such global concern as 

they are today. Returning once more to Davis, “if informal urbanism becomes a dead-end 

street, won’t the poor revolt? Aren’t the great slums – as Disraeli worried in 1871 or 

Kennedy fretted in 1961 – just volcanoes waiting to erupt?” These are complex questions, 

positioned within a rapidly changing global context, and require “comparative case 

studies before they can be answered in any general sense” (Davis 2006: 201). To 

understand urban impoverishment, and to acknowledge the complexity of governance 

and socio-spatial organization in urban slums, places like Pirambu must be 

conceptualized in more robust terms, lest we awkwardly map theoretical frameworks 

from other contexts upon them, further perpetuating misunderstandings. 
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Figures – Chapter One 

Fig. 1.1: Picture of homes in Pirambu.  
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Fig. 1.2: Home of a Pirambu resident who has refused to move out of the Vila do Mar 

construction zone. 
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Fig. 1.3: Map of Fortaleza highlighting Pirambu and Vila do Mar construction zone. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

SITUATING FORTALEZA: URBAN SPACE AND UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT 
IN NORTHEASTERN BRAZIL1 

 
Introduction 

Positioned along the northeast coast of Brazil, roughly one thousand miles 

southeast from where the Amazon River flows into the Atlantic Ocean, lies the city of 

Fortaleza, capital of the state of Ceará. Already the largest city in Brazil north of Recife, 

according to Jean-Claude Bolay and Adriana Rabinovich (2004), Fortaleza’s population 

has swelled in recent decades to well over two million people (not including the entire 

metropolitan area). While few would call it a ‘global city,’ Fortaleza’s recent growth has 

solidified its reputation as a viable economic center in Brazil (e.g., Rossi and Taylor 

2005). Spurring this upturn has been an expanding tourism industry, known both 

nationally and in Europe for its year-round, beach-going climate. To capitalize upon this 

burgeoning market, nearly twenty-five years ago city planners introduced a roadway 

project aimed at creating a multi-use, boardwalk-style district adjacent to the community 

of Pirambu, a low-income area located along the (underdeveloped) coast in the northwest 

part of the city (see Figure 1.3). Lying in the construction path of this project (known as 

‘Vila do Mar’2), however, are the homes of several thousand pirambuenses (residents of 

Pirambu). First established by squatter-settlers over sixty years ago (Costa 1999), 

Pirambu is a favela community, comprised of multiple low-income neighborhoods where 

                                                
1 This chapter was originally published in Cities 28(1): 45-52. 2011 by Elsevier. 
 
2 The project’s name (and scope) has changed several times since it was first inaugurated: 
renamed in 2007, ‘Vila do Mar’ is now it’s official title.  
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residents have (at best) possession rather than property rights to the land their homes are 

built upon.3 With construction of Vila do Mar now almost fifteen years in the making, 

and as the relocation of families in the construction zone has already begun, opinions 

regarding the effects of the project are drastically split in Pirambu (see Figures 1.1, 1.2, 

and 1.3). In many cases, the crux of this debate pivots upon for whom will this 

development be beneficial, and how the community has already changed as a result of the 

construction. 

 The tensions unleashed by Vila do Mar, however, are by no means unique to 

Pirambu or even the city of Fortaleza: nearly every major Brazilian city (including most 

others in Latin America) has faced these issues, and often within the context of ‘urban 

development’ (Burgos 1998; Fernandes 2005; Gay 1994; Gil 1992; Holston 2008; Jacobs 

2002; Kowarick and Bonduki 1994; O’Hare and Rivas 2007; Outtes 2003; Suplicy 1988). 

To more affluent urban residents, favelas are regularly perceived as dangerous spaces, the 

inhabitants uneducated and a drain upon city resources and land-use policies, and the 

communities no more than eyesores and impediments to progress. For favelados (favela 

dwellers), though, they are sites of social reproduction, usually the final and only option 

in Brazil for those with limited financial resources. Research conducted in Rio de Janeiro, 

São Paulo, and other cities to the south of Fortaleza has consistently drawn attention to 

these divisions, showing how different stakeholders rarely see equal benefits from urban 

development projects. So voluminous, in fact, are such accounts that an important 
                                                
3 In many respects, the difference between possession and property rights is what 
distinguishes informal urban encampments, favelas, and formalized neighborhoods. For a 
more complete analysis of this topic, please see Holston (2008), pages 203-232. 
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question for urban researchers concerned with Latin America is whether Fortaleza and, 

more specifically, Pirambu, can and should be analyzed within the same contextual 

frameworks as other cities throughout Brazil. More pointedly, how different is Fortaleza 

from other cities, and what might the ramifications of these differences be for 

understandings of favela growth and development in Brazil? 

 To answer this, I consider a host of historical, spatial, political economic and 

geographic attributes within the context of urban development in Fortaleza. The 

Northeast is like no other region in Brazil or, for that matter, in Latin America. Poverty is 

chronic, more acute, and made particularly severe by frequent cycles of drought (which 

are endemic to Ceará). As such, while similar in certain respects to other urban areas in 

the country, Fortaleza is, I suggest, somewhat of an outlier to patterns of development 

and urban poverty in Brazil.  

My research on this topic began during the summer of 2006 when I lived in 

Pirambu in order to investigate the effects of Vila do Mar upon local residents. I returned 

to Pirambu during the summer of 2007, and then again for six months in 2009 in order to 

question processes of local governance within the community. In this chapter, I focus 

primarily upon data collected from bibliographic research conducted at the Federal 

University of Ceará in Fortaleza (UFC – Pici) and the Instituto Brasil-Estados Unidos no 

Ceará (IBEU-CE). All primary data (e.g., un-cited observations and statements regarding 

Pirambu and/or Fortaleza) come from semi and unstructured interviews (n = 130), focus 

group gatherings (n = 8), and personal observations gathered as part of my personal field 

notes. 
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Beginning with an overview of the literature on Brazilian favelas and urban 

growth in Latin America more generally, I situate Pirambu and the city of Fortaleza 

within ongoing debates concerning the major structural forces of poverty and acts of 

daily resistance that characterize much of the literature on urban slums. Paying careful 

attention to the course of (under)development in and around Ceará, I illustrate how while 

the issues at stake in Pirambu regarding Vila do Mar’s construction may closely resemble 

the same struggles faced by city dwellers elsewhere, important differences underlie many 

comparisons that might be made. Ultimately, my purpose in this chapter is to caution 

analyses that overly generalize the nature of favelas, particularly if and when the (indeed 

exceptional) contexts of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo are conflated with other cities in 

Brazil. 

Squalor and shantytowns: accounts of urban poverty in Brazil and Latin America 

Long known for exceptionally high levels of income disparity since colonial 

times, urban poverty and socio-economic inequality in Latin American cities became 

increasingly obvious during the latter half of the twentieth century. As levels of 

industrialization finally began to make significant gains in the 1940s, urban areas 

expanded rapidly, fueled by demographic trends (e.g., falling death rates and increasing 

birth rates) and rural-to-urban migration flows that brought many families who could no 

longer survive in agricultural labor markets (Gilbert 2004). Though rates of urbanization 

skyrocketed in the 1950s, by the next decade economic growth began to stall: as Carlos 

Vilas (1994) notes, Latin America’s participation in the world market dropped 

significantly between 1960 and 1990, decreasing the salaries for basic and service-sector 
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workers and increasing activity in the informal labor markets of most cities. The effects 

of the 1980s debt crisis were by no means spared on urban areas, and by the turn of the 

century, accounts of urban poverty reported rising levels of destitution and, alarmingly, 

escalating rates of violent crime (Gilbert 2004). 

 As urban geographers, in response to such trends, began to pose new questions 

related to social injustice during the 1970s and ‘80s (e.g., Castells 1977; Harvey 1975, 

1982, 1985, 1989; Smith 1996), first-hand, ethnographic accounts of daily life in 

Brazilian favelas (published for English-speaking audiences) also began to emerge. The 

foundational works of Janice Perlman (1976) and Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992) 

represent not only some of the earliest, but also some of the best of these accounts. Both 

authors provide excellent analyses of the ways favelados are marginalized, noting their 

exclusion from civic and political institutions and challenging many enduring myths that 

mask and obfuscate the structures of poverty in Brazil (see also Fischer 2008).  

Following in Perlman’s footsteps, many researchers focused their attention on the 

favelas of Rio de Janeiro, helping to create an image of the city that was as exotic as it 

was infamous (e.g., Guillermoprieto 1991). Often focusing upon political tendencies and 

systems of governance, along with the routines of daily practice, anthropologists and 

social scientists have continually called attention to the attributes that distinguish these 

communities from more affluent ones (Arias 2004; Barke, Escasany, and O’Hare 2001; 

Burgos 1998; Gay 1994; Goldstein 2003; Leeds 1996; Mafra 1998; O’Hare and Barke 

2002). Also common are investigations of Rio’s cultural history, and the important roles 
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that favelas play in providing space to cultivate and sustain various musical and artistic 

practices (Casé 1996; Cecchetto 1998; McCann 2004; Santos 1998; Travassos 1998).  

 While Rio may still garner more attention than any other city in Brazil 

(particularly from non-Brazilian academics), São Paulo, where some report the 

population to be upwards of eighteen million today, has also been a major site for 

ongoing research into urban poverty. Like studies from Rio, researchers in São Paulo 

have often considered how favelados are consistently excluded from political and city-

planning processes (Bava 1994; Kowarick 1994), along with the dilemmas of violence 

and poverty that frequently result from socio-economic inequality (Caldeira 2000; 

Caldeira and Holston 1999; Holston 2008). According to economist Eduardo Matarazzo 

Suplicy (1988), although the 1988 Brazilian constitution adopts the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights established by the United Nations in 1948, access to democratic 

institutions and equal citizenship rights are, because of poverty, inaccessible to favelados. 

Additionally, while article 183 of the Brazilian constitution guarantees the right of 

usucapião (if an un-used urban area is continuously occupied and made useful for five 

consecutive years, it becomes the possession of the squatter4), favelas can still be razed if 

they are labeled “uninhabitable” by the city government. In short, Suplicy suggests that 

favelados realize the benefits of urban development projects to a lesser degree, and, 

                                                
4 Article 183 of the 1988 Brazilian Constitution states: “An individual who possesses an 
urban area of up to two hundred and fifty square meters, for five years, without 
interruption or opposition, using it as his or as his family's home, shall acquire domain of 
it, provided that he does not own any other urban or rural property.” 
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furthermore, they are not afforded the same level of clout as more affluent citizens in 

political decision-making processes. 

 It should, perhaps, come as no surprise that academics might gravitate so strongly 

to Latin America’s largest conurbation for research concerning the effects of urban 

poverty in Brazil. Indeed, the urban agglomeration of Rio and São Paulo represents the 

largest population node to be found anywhere on the continent (and possibly even the 

Western Hemisphere). What becomes problematic, however, is when urban poverty 

elsewhere in Brazil is overlooked and/or lumped into the same discussions that 

characterize the cities in the southeastern part of the country. Regularly forgotten is the 

enormous size of Brazil, and the differences that can emerge across space (e.g., the 

distance between São Paulo and Fortaleza is nearly equal to the distance between Bogotá 

and Miami). What Death Without Weeping (Scheper-Hughes 1992) makes so viscerally 

clear is that the problems confronted by Northeasterners are not like those found 

anywhere else: they have a misery all their own. Under conditions of extreme, relentless 

poverty, where feelings of indifference towards death were not uncommon, Scheper-

Hughes reported that even mothers showed unprecedented ambivalence towards the loss 

of their young children. And while comparisons between her research site and my own in 

Fortaleza would undoubtedly be unfair (i.e., her research comes from rural Pernambuco, 

where poverty is even more severe than in the capital city of Recife), so too, I argue, are 

straightforward comparisons between Pirambu and the favelas of Rio and São Paulo. 
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Fortaleza, Pirambu, and urban (under)development in the Northeast 

“If it were an independent country,” writes Joseph Page,  

the Northeast [of Brazil] would be the third largest and second most 
populous nation in South America [c. 50 million today].... A majority of 
nordestinos [Northeasterners] live in abject poverty. Indeed, the area 
contains the largest concentration of wretchedness, both rural and urban, 
to be found anywhere in the Western Hemisphere (1995: 186). 

 
Though the coastline has proven to be quite lucrative for the tourism industry, the interior 

of northeastern Brazil is notoriously hot and dry. So punishing is the climate that 

Brazilians simply refer to the region as the sertão, or “backlands,” which is indeed an 

accurate description for much of the landscape in the Northeast. As one of the driest 

states in the region, meager levels of agricultural production and constant drought have 

hindered Ceará’s interior ever since the area was first colonized in the seventeenth 

century. Fleeing such conditions, destitute agricultural workers have long fueled urban 

expansion in the Northeast, from São Luis to Salvador, contributing to and at times 

overwhelming favela communities like Pirambu (Souza and Neves 2002).  

A brief history of urban and industrial development in Fortaleza 

First explored by the Portuguese in 1603, and later occupied by the Dutch from 

1637-1654, Fortaleza was still a vila (lesser settlement) of only a few thousand 

inhabitants when it officially became the capital of Ceará in 1726 (Freire 1984).5 

According to Gisafran Jucá (1994), while the northeastern sesmarias (i.e., colonial 

landholdings) of Pernambuco and Bahia were well known for their sugarcane production 

                                                
5 Note that Ceará did not become an official province until 1799, until which time it had 
been part of the province of Pernambuco (Freire 1984). 
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ever since the 1600s, Ceará’s drier climate significantly limited what producers in the 

region could export. The cattle and ranching industry came to prominence in the early 

part of the eighteenth century, but frequent droughts, including the Seca Grande (Big 

Drought) of 1790-93, prevented ranchers from seeing consistent, long-term growth from 

exports. The region attracted few international markets until the nineteenth century, when 

cotton exports finally began to yield significant profits (particularly with the U.S. Civil 

War in the 1860s). Landowning elites benefited the most from new flows of capital 

generated by the cotton industry, and as Jucá writes, these coronéis (political bosses) 

became “the aristocracy of the sertão” by the start of the twentieth century (1994: 21). 

Industrialization and urban growth came slowly to the Northeast, notes Zenilde 

Baima Amora (1994), where production for export was dominated by coronéis who had 

little incentive to invest in new forms of capital. Textile factories first emerged in Ceará 

during the 1890s (Amora 1994), and Fortaleza, located along the coast and boasting a 

population of nearly 48,000 inhabitants saw the brunt of this development (Freire 1984). 

Industrial expansion continued sluggishly throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century, with the cotton industry, driven by local investments from the coronéis, still 

continuing to push the course of capitalist development. Then, during the 1950s, a series 

of national initiatives were established to facilitate economic development in the 

seemingly overlooked Northeast: in 1952, President Getúlio Vargas created the Banco 

Nordeste do Brasil – BNB (The Northeast Bank of Brazil), headquartered in Fortaleza, 

with the purpose of providing credit for new enterprises in the Northeast, and in 1959, 

President Juscelino Kubitschek inaugurated SUDENE (Superintendência de 
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Desenvolvimento do Nordeste – Superintendence for Development of the Northeast), 

intended to foster development projects and increase connectivity between the Northeast 

(particularly the cities of Salvador, Recife, and Fortaleza) and the South of Brazil. While 

these programs did, indeed, encourage modest development in the region, according to 

Amora (1994), unemployment remained a problem (as new industrial technologies 

actually decreased the demands for human labor) and facilitated the Southeast’s even 

tighter control over the Northeastern economy through monopolistic enterprises. 

The twentieth century also brought new zoning laws and concentrated pockets of 

urban development to Fortaleza: in the 1920s, when the city’s population had reached 

80,000, more affluent areas began to see modern improvements (e.g., paved city streets 

and telephone and electrical lines), and in the early 1930s, with continued migration, 

municipal zoning codes were instituted to preserve the city’s natural and environmental 

resources (Freire 1984). While city planners instituted major development initiatives in 

both 1947 and 1962, these improvements, writes Geraldo Freire (1984), benefited only 

the wealthiest areas of the city (e.g., paved streets, plazas, parks). With little effort made 

to address the poorer areas of Fortaleza (which, coincidentally, were the ones that had 

been growing most rapidly since the nineteenth century), favela settlements expanded 

broadly throughout the city. These communities had only the barest forms of urban 

infrastructure and meager connective networks to other parts of the city, and it was not 

until 1975 that strategies were developed to guide urban growth in these areas. 

While largely ignoring the poorest of the poor, Fortaleza’s elites, like wealthy 

urbanites elsewhere, were very proactive in other areas of urban planning. According to 
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Sebastião Rogério Ponte (1999), the period from 1860-1930 saw major efforts to 

discipline and control urban space by making it “hygienic” and rational. Brazilians, 

taking their leads largely from Parisian schools of thought, incorporated these 

philosophies into their city planning codes as part of an effort to “order space and 

discipline the population” (Ponte 1999: 13 – see also Outtes 2003). Institutions of socio-

economic hegemony began to consolidate in Fortaleza during the second half of the 

nineteenth century (due in large part to the cotton industry), and consequently, writes 

Ponte, ideas of scientific rationalism became highly influential upon discourses of urban 

development. Elites and municipal authorities sought increased control and regulation of 

urban space, and in 1924 – when public water and sewage lines were first installed in 

Fortaleza’s wealthiest neighborhoods – mandatory smallpox vaccinations were ordered 

for all urban residents.6 

According to Clóvis Cavalcanti (1981), patterns of uneven development in 

Fortaleza are directly linked to even greater levels of social inequality in the countryside 

of Ceará. More so than in any other part of Brazil, the Northeast has large numbers of 

non-landowning agriculturalists7 (indeed, the area is much more rural than the Southeast 

                                                
6 Despite the ambitions of medical authorities, less than half of Fortaleza’s residents were 
actually vaccinated against smallpox in the 1920s (Ponte 1999). 
 
7 My choice of language here is intentional, as I feel more specified titles that attempt to 
generalize the milieu of landless rural workers in Brazil are often misleading and 
unaccurate. Some workers are labor tenants, some practice “rent in kind,” many are 
sharecroppers, while still others work as day laborers (e.g., “boias frias”). About all one 
can fairly say that accurately characterizes all of these people is that they do not own 
agricultural land, and that at least during certain times of the year, they work in rural 
areas. 
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of Brazil) that face persistent drought, restricted access to (already poor) land, under-

industrialization and low levels of capital. For several reasons, including deliberate 

actions by landowners to prevent opposition from labor (e.g., political and legal 

measures) and a tendency towards low population densities in rural areas, peasant 

agriculturalists have traditionally had very little means to organize themselves. As such, 

those in impoverished agricultural areas – already plagued by high infant mortality rates, 

low life expectancy, and low calorie consumption levels – are regularly the ones driving 

urban growth and expanding city populations in already destitute favelas, exactly like 

what has taken place in Fortaleza over the past one hundred and fifty years. Drought is 

also tightly connected to urban growth in the Northeast (and particularly in Fortaleza), 

argue Simone Souza and Federico de Castro Neves (2002), as one can see spikes in 

population numbers and impoverishment in cities precisely at those times when droughts 

have been at their worst (e.g., 1915 and 1932).  

A cycle of rural-to-urban migration is certainly not unique to northeastern Brazil 

(O’Hare and Rivas 2007; Portes and Canak 1981), but the sporadic phases of ad hoc, 

squatter-style growth that have characterized urban expansion in cities like Fortaleza is, 

perhaps, markedly different from other areas of the country. In cities to the south, like 

São Paulo, rural to urban migration fed industrial growth and development where, albeit 

limited, there was diversification within employment sectors of the economy. Fortaleza, 

on the other hand, saw no such industrialization, suggesting that urban growth was fueled 

much more by ‘push’ factors (i.e., drought in the countryside) than by the ‘pull’ factors 

(i.e., jobs in the secondary and tertiary sectors) attributed to cities like São Paulo, Belo 
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Horizonte, and Rio de Janeiro. Even with dramatic increases in industrial employment 

during the 1970s, by 1980, when Fortaleza’s population had ballooned to 1.3 million, 

forty-nine percent of people still worked in the informal sector of the economy (Gondim 

2004: 66). 

Favelas and urban impoverishment in Fortaleza 

While organization among rural workers in Ceará has traditionally been quite 

limited, according to Linda Gondim (2004), the urban poor in Fortaleza have a relatively 

long history of mobilization dating back to the 1950s. Favelados, organized around issues 

of improved social and economic conditions, frequently worked through community 

organizers and religious institutions in order to apply pressure to local government 

officials. This practice reached a highpoint in the 1970s, and with mobilizing assistance 

from the Catholic Church, the poor successfully launched a series of “citizen’s rights” 

campaigns to draw attention to the cronyism and corrupt practices of city officials and 

elites in Fortaleza (Gondim 2004: 66). 

Though the 1970s brought modest levels of development to Fortaleza as part of 

the ‘Brazilian Miracle,’ favelados frequently protested the destruction and relocation of 

their neighborhoods in the name of urban renewal, since most economic gains went 

directly to the already wealthy middle and upper classes. Additionally, a rising annual 

GDP did little to help landless agricultural workers in Ceará’s interior, despite the federal 

government’s attempt to boost the production of crops suited for alternative energy 

sources. Writes Philippe Grenier (1985), although the government’s biofuel initiative of 

1974 was supposed to alleviate the energy crisis and provide alternative markets to sugar 
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growers in the Northeast, by the mid-1980s the program had produced few obvious 

benefits, monocropping had become more extensive in many areas, and land ownership 

was becoming even more concentrated. Accordingly, cities in the Northeast showed 

increasingly greater strains as their population numbers swelled with new migrants. As 

the military dictatorship period came to an end in the late 1970s and early 1980s, new 

political groups (such as the PT, the Brazilian Worker’s Party) found a strong base of 

support in favela communities, and in 1985 – carried in large part by the votes of 

residents in poor communities – Fortaleza elected, for the first time, a mayor from the PT 

(Maria Luíza Fontenele – coincidentally, Fortaleza’s first female mayor). Still, with 

economic stagnation and rising inflation, the end of the decade signaled the onset of 

neoliberal economic and political agendas that severely weakened (if not disintegrated) 

organized labor throughout Fortaleza (Gondim 2004). 

This changing political climate was also detrimental to grassroots urban resistance 

in Fortaleza: through municipal programs that provided training and income to 

community leaders willing to work under the direction of the governor’s secretariat, 

many community leaders were effectively co-opted by state governing bodies. Moreover, 

writes Gondim, divisions within working and lower-class neighborhood associations 

“added to other factors such as the increased influence of evangelical sects with a 

politically conservative outlook,” helping to “moderate discontent voiced by the 

neighborhood associations in Fortaleza” (2004: 71 – see also Barreira 1998; Braga and 

Barreira 1991; Matos 1998). By the end of the 1990s, economic elites began to hail 

tourism as the panacea for economic development in the region, and the more 
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conservative PSDB (Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira – Brazilian Social 

Democratic Party) had become the strongest political party in the state of Ceará (Gondim 

2004).8    

The community of Pirambu 

 When the families of textile workers and jangadeiros (fisherfolk) began to occupy 

the coastline northwest of Fortaleza in the early 1900s, the area that would eventually 

become Pirambu – today, one of Latin America’s largest favela communities – was a 

scantly populated landscape of beaches and rolling sand dunes. Used more for industrial 

activity than it was for residential space at that time, it was not until the 1940s that 

Pirambu had grown into a squatter-based community of any significant size. As the 

community continued to grow, political organization was facilitated by both the Catholic 

Church and, to a smaller degree, the Brazilian Communist Party (PCB). By the beginning 

of the 1960s, however, when Pirambu’s population had soared into the tens of thousands, 

the area had still not received ‘official’ recognition from municipal authorities in 

Fortaleza: though consistently occupied for well over thirty years, city officials had yet to 

incorporate the community as a residential neighborhood worthy of basic infrastructural 
                                                
8 Fernando Henrique Cardoso, president of Brazil from 1995-2003, was also a member of 
the PSDB. As a political party, the PSDB became well-known for its fiscally 
conservative political and economic policies, preferring a more “neoliberal friendly” 
approach to that of, for example, the PT. It should be noted, however, that during this 
same time, Juraci Magalhães, a member of the PMDB (Partido do Movimento 
Democrático Brasileiro – Brazilain Democratic Movement Party) served as the mayor of 
Fortaleza (1990-1993 and 1997-2005). According to Gondim, the PSDB’s efforts to 
establish clientelist relationships among voting blocs were less effective in Fortaleza, 
where Magalhães’ record of public works projects (under, in large part, the banner of an 
expanded tourism industry) won him wider support across socio-economic classes (2004: 
71-72). 
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facilities and appropriate zoning codes. Frustrated by the city’s lack of initiative, on 

January 1, 1962, more than 20,000 local residents marched from Pirambu to city hall 

calling upon city officials to “legalize” their neighborhood. The march was successful, 

and in May of that same year Pirambu was officially incorporated into the Fortaleza 

metropolitan region (Costa 1999). 

According to Maria Gonçalves da Costa (1999), though Pirambu represented a 

sizable and growing voting bloc, it was community groups themselves that were largely 

responsible for stewarding neighborhood development programs (e.g., running water) in 

the 1970s and ‘80s. And as Pirambu continued to expand, growing ever more rapidly 

with new flows of impoverished rural migrants from Ceará’s deteriorating agricultural 

sector, community leaders played a foundational role in addressing the basic needs (e.g., 

housing, water, healthcare) of neighborhood residents. The 1990s saw an era of highly 

variegated community action, where a multitude of small-scale special interest groups 

continued the work of neighborhood organizing and securing infrastructural resources.   

Included in the objectives of these groups were, for the first time on any sizable scale, 

issues pertaining to environmental degradation and urban sustainability in Pirambu 

(Braga and Barreira 1991; Cabanes 2002; Costa 1999). With the onset of the twenty-first 

century, however, internal organization within the community began to shift as tourism 

expanded throughout Fortaleza: municipal and state officials looked to Pirambu for 

growth and investment opportunities, and the introduction of Vila do Mar ushered in a 

new era of neighborhood planning and urban development.  
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Placing Pirambu: the importance of geographic specificity to investigations of  

urban poverty 

 As recently as the 1990s, documents geographer José Borzachiello Silva (2002), 

many favelas throughout Fortaleza maintained strong roots of collective action and 

internal organization. In fact, writes Silva, a tradition of social resistance within 

Fortaleza’s favela communities has long been facilitated by the city’s remarkably 

“asymmetric” course of development. In low-income neighborhoods such as Pirambu, 

social movements and popular participation have typically coincided, and because of 

their size and continued neglect by city elites, favelas in Fortaleza developed strong roots 

for political organization. As opposed to Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, where favelados 

have more often had to defend their right to occupy and inhabit urban space, the demands 

of groups in Fortaleza have tended to focus upon better housing and public services. This 

trend, argues Silva, indicates that Fortaleza may, indeed, have a more extensive tradition 

of mobilization and collectivized resistance than many other cities in Brazil, helping to 

explain why and how Pirambu (in addition to other favela communities in Fortaleza) grew 

so large during the second half of the twentieth century.  

Despite such a legacy for collective action, however, Pirambu (with a current 

population estimated anywhere between 120,000 to 250,000 residents) is characterized 

today by a noticeably different social and political climate. More concisely, the issues 

faced by pirambuenses of urban resource allocation, effective political representation, and 

community growth are very similar to what they were in years past, but the individuals 

who make up the community, and their response to these issues, have changed 
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considerably. To begin, while many long-time community activists and organizers still 

live in Pirambu, migration in and out of the community has generally accelerated in 

recent years. Inhabitants from peripheral neighborhoods and the interior of Ceará 

continue to flow in, but many of Pirambu’s residents from decades past, like favelados all 

over the Northeast, have migrated south to São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro (e.g., Skop et al. 

2006). As such, residents have not united in any sizable force to either resist the 

construction of Vila do Mar or, alternatively, demand that the project be expedited. The 

municipal and state governments (Vila do Mar’s financiers), meanwhile, appear content 

to prolong a grotesquely wasteful holding pattern (similar in many ways to the city’s 

bungled attempt to implement a subway system nearly twenty-five years ago) where 

construction efforts are aborted so often that they must be started anew each time the 

project resumes (see Figure 2.1).  

For those well versed in the history of Latin American development, the story of 

Vila do Mar and its impacts upon the urban poor should come as no surprise. But the 

unique social and spatial context, of both the city of Fortaleza and the community of 

Pirambu, differentiate this case from others that have unfolded in cities elsewhere. In Rio 

de Janeiro, for example, where some favelas are, indeed, ruled by gangs and organized 

crime, issues related to violence, weapons, and homicides are so severe that they have 

come to dominate the accounts of scholarly researchers working in those areas (Arias 

2006; Dowdney 2003; Dreyfus et al. 2008; Leeds 1996, 2007; Mafra 1998; Zaluar 1994, 

2004). A hot topic for book publishers and the news media, such analyses are frequently 

mapped onto other cities, like São Paulo, where favela narratives often lose any of the 
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cultural positives found in Rio (e.g., samba, funk, capoeira), focusing squarely upon 

danger, fear, and the fortification of urban space (e.g., Caldeira 2000; Ceccato, Haining, 

and Kahn 2007; Huggins 2000; Zwingle 2002). Rio by no means holds the monopoly on 

violence in Brazil, as according to Erla Zwingle, 9,000 homicides were reported in the 

metropolitan region of São Paulo in 1999 (2002: 82), calculating out to a staggering 

twenty-five murders per day. Though it may grab one’s attention, such a comparison is 

not actually well suited for urban poverty in Fortaleza, where the prevalence and levels of 

violence are not nearly as high. 

 While specific research has yet to be carried out that might answer why violent 

acts are less common in Fortaleza than in cities to the south (per capita, of course, since 

direct comparisons would be misleading), I offer, here, one hypothesis that helps to shed 

light on this issue. First, the trafficking of narcotics is nowhere near as lucrative in terms 

of total profits in Fortaleza as it is elsewhere. Reasons for this are numerous, but 

considering the greater concentrations of wealth in Brazil’s more developed regions (i.e., 

the South), the demand and potential consumer market for illegal drugs is certainly higher 

there. Known more as a place of drought and impoverishment, Ceará has, at least 

traditionally, had neither the market (for sale) nor the climate (for production) that would 

drive a highly competitive illicit drugs industry. This tendency, however, may soon 

change, for as Gondim (2004, 2006) notes, the tourism industry has become the primary 

source of economic development and change in Fortaleza and Ceará. Remembering that 

income levels are, generally speaking, too low to spur tourism on the local scale, many of 

the tourists targeted by developers in Fortaleza come from Rio, São Paulo, and European 
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locations (particularly Italy, Germany, and Portugal). Gondim (2004, 2006) documents 

the rapid pace of development that has resulted from this agenda in Fortaleza over the 

past ten years, yet she fails to consider the potentially negative effects it may hold for 

residents in communities like Pirambu. As temporary visitors flow into Fortaleza with 

large sums of expendable cash, the demand and consumer market for cocaine and 

marijuana may likely increase, unleashing the same problems faced by favelados in Rio 

and São Paulo upon those in Fortaleza (e.g., according to local newspapers – O Diario do 

Nordeste and O Povo – a growing cocaine trade has fueled skyrocketing increases in 

violent crime in Fortaleza since the beginning of 2008).  

 A second and equally interesting point that illustrates the ‘exceptionalism’ of 

favelas in Rio and São Paulo pertains to the natural and built environment. Rio, with its 

steep hills, cavernous coastline, and unique model of expanding growth (i.e., Rio 

resembles no neoclassical model of urban development), is an urban anomaly. Favelas 

have advanced vertically along the hillsides of the city, enabling squatters to make their 

homes, quite literally, in every part of the city, including right alongside some of the most 

affluent areas. This sort of growth has given drug traffickers in those communities a 

remarkably strong, fortified position in their battles with state authorities (i.e., the 

military police), where they have entrenched the ‘high ground’ and are able to survey 

(and combat) any potential enemies who might enter the favela. Fortaleza, on the other 

hand, is remarkably flat, and as Costa (1999), Gondim (2004), and Silva (2002) observe, 

the city is highly spatially segregated (i.e., the poor live in certain areas, the rich in 

others, and there is little intermixing like there is in Rio). Whereas this characteristic of 
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city development may have facilitated collective organization in favela communities of 

Fortaleza, it also reveals a highly asymmetric point of comparison between favelas there 

and in Rio de Janeiro. 

São Paulo would at first seem to offer a better model of comparison, but wealth is 

not centralized in Fortaleza in the same manner that it is in São Paulo. What Caldeira’s 

work (2000) makes unequivocally clear is that elites in São Paulo want nothing to do 

with urban public space (which they perceive as chaotic and dangerous) and, 

consequently, they take whatever steps are necessary to escape it (see also Borsdorf, 

Hidalgo, and Sánchez 2007). Though private helicopters, personal security providers, and 

fortified neighborhoods might, at times, seem appealing to affluent individuals in 

Fortaleza, such features characterize urban space in São Paulo (and Rio) far more than 

cities elsewhere in Brazil. Even large, gated communities are much less prevalent in 

Fortaleza, likely because elites do not feel the need for such precautions, and certainly 

because, while rich, rarely are they as wealthy as elites in São Paulo. Space is not divided 

and territorialized as intensely in Fortaleza, where, although still guarded, flows are less 

restricted between spaces, public and private, rich and poor, urban and rural (e.g., 

Gondim 2006). While the ramifications of this socio-spatial milieu have yet to be 

investigated, it is likely important to shaping class relationships, molding the interactions, 

events, and discursive moments between rich and poor. My purpose for raising this point 

is not to suggest that socioeconomic class divisions are any less severe in Fortaleza than 

in other cities, but rather to highlight the ways in which the intricacies of space and social 

practice affect the production and ‘becoming’ of urban space, showing how 



 

 

69 

‘development’ and everyday life unfold in different urban environments. More directly, 

because of the truly extraordinary socio-spatial contexts that characterize São Paulo and 

Rio de Janeiro, findings from favelas in those cities should be extrapolated only with 

great caution to cities elsewhere. 

Conclusions 

While the story of Vila do Mar and the dilemmas that stand in its way are by no 

means new for scholars concerned with questions of urban development, what research 

from places like Pirambu helps to show is the importance of geographic context to 

investigations of population and place. Indeed, the cities of southeastern Brazil are 

fundamental to academic debates over Latin American urbanization, but that does not 

mean they should be misconstrued as ‘typical’ of Brazilian cities more generally. In Rio 

de Janeiro and São Paulo, even the favelas have their own, unique characteristics. In 

order to understand processes like informal urban growth and the spread of squatter 

settlements in Brazil, places like Pirambu must be conceptualized in more robust terms, 

lest researchers awkwardly map theoretical frameworks from other contexts upon them, 

further perpetuating misunderstandings.  

In his landmark work The Urban Question, published in 1977, Manuel Castells 

characterized “Latin American urbanization” by, among other traits, “a reinforcement of 

the ecological segregation of the social classes” (1977: 57). While generally accurate for 

most cities in the region, this statement does not hold true in Rio de Janeiro, where 

favelas crawl upward along hillsides that are, in some cases, directly adjacent to very 

affluent neighborhoods. Greg O’Hare and Michael Barke provide a geographic account 
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of this phenomenon, documenting how, precisely, the city is unique from any other. 

Noting that favelas are not isolated to Rio’s periphery (like they generally are in other 

Latin American cities), and how favelados “demonstrate a wide variety of socio-

economic characteristics,” “Rio de Janeiro,” they write, “does not, in many respects, 

conform to generalised models of Latin American urban structure” (2002: 239). As such, 

while research conducted in the favelas of Rio has been of great value for insights 

specific to the city itself, it should not be misconstrued as representative of the general 

urban landscape in Brazil or Latin America as a whole. As cariocas (residents of Rio) 

and even paulistanos (residents of São Paulo) might like to have it, their cities are, 

indeed, very different from other urban areas in Brazil, complete with extreme spatial, 

social, and historical particularities that offset broader comparisons.  

 Beyond just articulating the ways in which Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo are 

unique, and situating Fortaleza and Pirambu within the urban development and favela 

literatures, in this chapter I have endeavored to show the importance of space and social 

practice to research on place. Taking such perspectives into account, along with seeing 

the ways in which space can foster both difference and similitude, researchers may 

continue to better understand the complicated and dynamic nature of urban landscapes. 

Urban growth, for example, has proceeded differently in Fortaleza than in other Brazilian 

cities, and consequently, favelados confront a unique blend of challenges and 

neighborhood issues. Moreover, I suggest that continued research is needed to understand 

the ways favelas in cities outside of Rio and São Paulo are organized (i.e., where drug 

traffickers do not assume absolute control) and, following the lead of O’Hare and Barke 
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(2002), to comprehend how favelas tend to agglomerate in the (far more numerous) 

second and third tier cities of South America. Megacities with more than ten million 

inhabitants, after all, are certainly far less common than cities with one to two million, 

and it is the latter, I argue, that social scientists should reconsider in order to examine 

urban growth and the ways that urban formations ‘more generally’ connect and extend 

across space.  
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Figures – Chapter Two 
 
Fig. 2.1: The current, dilapidated state of Vila do Mar’s progress. To continue the 

project, homes in both the foreground and the background will need to be demolished. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

THE EMBODIED STATE: GOVERNMENTALITY IN A BRAZILIAN FAVELA1 
 

Introduction  

 Watching television was never supposed to be a part of my research design. 

Interviews, focus groups, etc., absolutely – but television? I never considered the idea. In 

fact, during the past four years, television was at many times my greatest annoyance 

while conducting research on urban development and political governance in the favela 

(slum) community of Pirambu2 (located in Fortaleza, Brazil). In the house where I stayed, 

the TV seemed always to be turned on, its light inextinguishable, its sound blaring and 

constant. And, like their neighbors, my host family would regularly leave the television 

on between dinnertime and bedtime, so that I, in my pathetic attempt to escape it, would 

often spend my evenings outside on the stoop watching more localized dramas unfold. In 

Pirambu, where I both lived and worked while in the field, the TV was an adversary that I 

had little desire to spend time with. That was, until, I decided to pay attention to what 

those around me were watching.   

 Each weeknight in Brazil, on television sets all over the country, viewers tune into 

programs that recount and disparage recent criminal activity. With news programs like 

Cidade Alerta (“Alert City”) and Brasil Urgente (“Urgent Brazil”), viewers are informed 

                                                
1 This chapter was originally published in Social and Cultural Geography 10(7): 721-
739. 2009 by Routledge. 
 
2 Throughout this chapter I refer to my research site as “Pirambu.” The greater Pirambu 
community is actually made up of several smaller neighborhoods (see Figure 3.1), and 
out of respect for confidentiality, I have chosen to withhold the specific neighborhood 
where I lived and worked while in the field.  
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of up-to-the-minute crime reports (usually involving acts of urban violence, though 

political corruption is also well-liked) and offered a ranting diatribe from the show’s host 

concerning the current state of Brazilian society. The criminal perpetrators on these 

programs, perhaps not surprisingly, are frequently lower-class ‘thugs,’ and greatly 

lamented are the impoverished spaces within which they live and operate. Crime is rarely 

blamed upon poverty by the program’s commentators, nor tied into arguments regarding 

the structural effects of socio-economic inequality, but rather lumped together with 

everything ‘bad’ – evil qua evil – like sin, something that should be avoided for greater 

moral and ethical considerations. And so it was, one evening while a televised arrest from 

a favela somewhere in Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo was being broadcast, that I noted how 

peculiar it was that I should be watching a ‘favela’ (i.e., a mediated representation) from 

inside a favela. 

 “Thank God we don’t have problems like that around here,” said Fernanda,3 a 

pirambuense (resident of Pirambu) who happened to be sitting around the television with 

me that evening. “It’s complicated here,” she admitted, “but nothing like that.” And, 

though odd as I thought it was, she was absolutely right: despite being one of the largest 

favelas in northeast Brazil, Pirambu was “nothing like” the place we had seen on 

television. Nevertheless, the similarities were startling. Just like the favela on TV, 

Pirambu is a poor neighborhood. It has few state resources, a skeleton municipal 

                                                
 
3 Out of respect for confidentiality, the names of all those who participated in this 
research, unless they requested otherwise, have been changed. All conversations were 
held in Portuguese, and all subsequent translations are the work of the author. 
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infrastructure, and remains in the same legal limbo as squatter communities all over Latin 

America. What was it, then, that affected the critical difference between these two 

favelas? For decades scholars have provided insightful accounts detailing the ways 

neighborhood order may be kept in slum communities (e.g., Duneier 1999; Eckstein 

1977; Lomnitz 1977; Suttles 1968), but asking why Pirambu is “nothing like that” raises 

a new and different type of question: namely, how does legal governance (i.e., state law) 

become manifest in spaces where the state has a very limited material presence? Put 

differently, even though favelados (favela dwellers) in Pirambu have little contact with 

the state apparatus, and even though they are both discursively and materially 

criminalized by the state (e.g., by arresting favelados on TV, the police also criminalize 

favelados elsewhere via the broadcast of those images), why do favelados in places like 

Pirambu continue to enact the state’s governing protocol? Beyond just the ‘social order’ 

of the slum (i.e., Suttles 1968), I began to ask how the state’s laws that Fernanda had 

“thanked God” for were produced and upheld in communities like Pirambu. 

Governance without government 

“Complicated,” as Fernanda described it, may in fact be the best word to describe 

life in a Brazilian favela. Beyond just the material effects of poverty and crime that 

residents must endure, favelados also confront the stigma that comes from living where 

they do. In a sense, writes Teresa Caldeira, they are guilty until proven innocent: “Crime 

and criminals are [simply] associated with the spaces that supposedly engender them, 
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namely favelas and cortiços4” (2000: 78 – italics original). Written off as spaces of 

lawlessness and disorder by the middle and upper-classes, these areas are also viewed 

with considerable skepticism by state actors. “Slums,” according to Mike Davis, “are 

frequently seen as threats simply because they are invisible to state surveillance and, 

effectively, ‘off-Panopticon’” (2006: 111). Davis’ reference to Michel Foucault is a 

deeply compelling one for political geographers, suggesting that slum spaces (e.g., 

Brazilian favelas) challenge the control and ordering affect of power by subverting the 

disciplinary gaze of the state apparatus. Accordingly, one would presume that individuals 

in such spaces might be less conditioned by the capillary effects of power, perhaps 

disciplining their practices around alternative sources of governance or even feeling less 

compulsion to adhere to normativizing or hegemonic discourses (e.g., Becker 1963; 

MacLeod 1987; Suttles 1968). 

 Indeed, several anthropological and sociological accounts engage this notion 

(Caldeira 2000; Goldstein 2003; Kowarick and Bonduki 1994; Leeds 1996; Perlman 

1976; Suplicy 1988), observing that the state’s legal presence (i.e., the state’s ability to 

enforce the law) is greatly reduced in favela communities due to, in large part, its 

decreased material presence (i.e., an effective police force, adequate urban infrastructure, 

schools, hospitals, etc.). Moreover, what these ethnographic and historical analyses 

effectively show is not that favelas are chaotic and completely disordered spaces, but that 

                                                
4 Originally used to describe low-income, tenement housing agglomerations in late 
nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro, Caldeira uses the term to describe “a type of tenement 
occupied by workers who cannot afford to own a home, even through autoconstruction” 
(2000: 14). 
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the ‘law’ is constituted and enforced by local forms of governance (e.g., gangs and drug 

traffickers) rather than by ‘officially’ recognized state actors. The purpose of this chapter 

is not to call into question this research, what Elizabeth Leeds (1996) calls a “parallel 

politics” of Brazilian favleas. Rather, building upon the dynamic work of geographers 

concerned with space and governmentaltiy (e.g., Brown 2009; Corbridge et al. 2005; 

Elden 2007a; Legg 2005; Painter 2006), it is to show how the state’s presence, in the 

form of Foucault’s notions of “governmentality” and “biopower,” exists within favela 

communities. While the panoptic tools and material evidence of the state may not occupy 

such spaces with the same intensity that they do more ordered, affluent ones (e.g., Coy 

and Pöhler 2002; O’Donnell 1993), I argue that favelados are every bit as subjectified 

and corporeally disciplined by the state as their richer counterparts. Far from being “off-

Panopticon” (Davis 2006: 111), these spaces are characterized by a very high degree of 

embodied5 state presence: most favela residents perform multiple forms of state order 

(e.g., law), producing, through enacted bodily practice, both local and official 

representations of ‘the state.’ As such, I query whether governmentality manifests solely 

within the state’s web of power, as well as the ways governmentality is operationalized, 

asking if material, panoptic forms of state presence are really needed to produce it. 

                                                
5 My use of the term “embodiment” here and throughout the chapter draws primarily 
upon the work of Alison Mountz (2004) and Joanne Sharp (2007). As Mountz writes, 
following Gupta (1995), Hanson and Stepputat (2001), Pratt (1999), and others, 
embodied analyses are valuable in that they “mov[e] beyond analyses of policy and 
structure, to the more fluid, daily, personal interactions that surround and disrupt these 
formal instruments of governance to locate political processes in a time and a place” 
(2004: 325). 
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 This chapter begins with a brief overview of the literature on alternative forms of 

state governance in favela neighborhoods, drawn primarily from the discipline of 

anthropology. I then attempt to provide a clear, theoretical understanding of what the 

state is and how it functions within this context, contributing to ongoing debates 

regarding the corporeal geography of the state apparatus (Artexaga 2003; Desbiens et al. 

2004; Gupta 1995; Marston 2004; Mountz 2004, Secor 2007). Empirically, this article 

draws upon data collected over the past four years in the city of Fortaleza in order to 

show how the state is constituted through governmentality in the favela community of 

Pirambu, overlapping and sometimes meshing with local forms of governance that have 

emerged in lieu of a material state presence.6 Fear and vulnerability are certainly 

important factors in this disciplinary process, governmentalizing individual bodies 

                                                
 
6 A few methodological comments are in order. This project began in the summer of 2005 
when I stayed in Pirambu while conducting research on agrarian reform in Ceará 
(Garmany 2008). I returned to Pirambu during the summers of 2006 and 2007 to 
investigate the effects of an urban development project upon local residents, and then 
again for six months in 2009 in order to consider questions of governance within the 
community. The data in this chapter come from semi and unstructured interviews, focus 
group gatherings, round-the-clock participant observation, and archival research collected 
over this four-year period during my visits to Fortaleza where I stayed all the while with a 
small family in Pirambu. Recognizing the highly subjective nature of my content and 
discourse analysis, in this chapter I rely primarily upon direct quotes and personal 
observations for empirical evidence in order to avoid ‘trust me’ claims about the veracity 
of my findings. While my own appearance and the perceptions of those I spoke with 
undoubtedly influenced the interview process (i.e., people in Pirambu were often 
surprised at first that I, an obvious outsider, spoke fluent Portuguese), I do not attempt to 
alter or qualify any of the quotes in this chapter. My goal is not to argue that any 
researcher would have had the same conversations that I did: instead, following in a rich 
ethnographic tradition of attempting to reproduce people in their own words, it is to query 
how the Brazilian state is embodied and produced in the everyday practices of 
pirambuenses. 
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through, I argue, mundane everyday activities like watching television. Returning once 

again to the literature on favela governance (e.g., Caldeira 2000; Goldstein 2003), I 

suggest that within a Foucaultian framework, the Brazilian state may, in fact, persist at 

very high intensities in poor communities. Ultimately, it is my hope that considering 

questions of governmentality and embodied state practice through case studies such as 

this one may lead to better, more theoretically and empirically grounded understandings 

of governance and state power. 

“Parallel” and “disjunctive” states: lessons from anthropology 

Published in 1976, Janice Perlman’s The Myth of Marginality: Urban Poverty and 

Politics in Rio de Janeiro provided English-speaking audiences for the first time with an 

in-depth, ethnographic account of daily life in a Brazilian favela. Her exhaustingly 

researched and very personal account convincingly shows, as Donna Goldstein (2003: 

176) notes and also found in her own research, that favelas are (for those who live there) 

“internally safe and relatively free from crime and interpersonal violence” (Perlman 

1976: 136). Perlman also argues that favelados are unfairly (if at all) mainstreamed into 

political, economic, and cultural life, leaving them with little faith in institutions of the 

state and regularly in pursuit of their own ways for making do in a system that, in their 

experience, is highly unequal and continually victimizes them. 

With data collected nearly two decades later, Elizabeth Leeds (1996) echoes 

Perlman, suggesting that many favelados actually prefer the rule of local gang leaders to 

that of the police, the latter of which have routinely abused and harassed them for years. 

In short, the people who live in these areas trust the state even less than they trust the 
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drug traffickers, helping to legitimate the ‘rule’ of local gang leaders (an observation 

further substantiated by Goldstein 2003: 207-209). This trust of non-state-centered rule 

gives rise to a system Leeds calls “parallel states,” where squatter populations are caught 

between the illegal violence of the drug traffickers and the official violence of state 

security forces. Because police officers are rarely able to enter these areas (since drug 

traffickers assume absolute control over their neighborhoods, the spaces of their 

economic activity), the rule of the official state is delegitimized in the eyes of local 

residents, and the power of the drug traffickers actually threatens the validity of ‘official’ 

authority. 

Building upon the work of Perlman and Leeds, Goldstein (2003) also draws upon 

political scientist Guillermo O’Donnell (1993) in order to describe the state’s presence in 

urban space: 

In describing the uneven aspects of the process of democratic 
consolidation in countries such as Brazil and Argentina, [O’Donnell] has 
employed a color-coded, geographically oriented conception of 
democracy. He denotes “blue” zones as areas that have a high degree of 
state presence, effective bureaucracy, and a properly functioning legal 
system; “green” zones as those with a high degree of territorial 
penetration and lower presence of the state in functional and class terms; 
and “brown zones” as those with a very low or negligible state presence in 
both dimensions (O’Donnell 1993: 1359). O’Donnell is essentially 
representing the differential application of the rule of law (Goldstein 2003: 
198 – italics added).  

 
O’Donnell’s suggestion that the lives of those who live in “brown zones” are typified by 

persistent “low-intensity citizenship” (1993: 1360) is useful, Goldstein argues, for 

conceptualizing the state’s use of oppressive force to justify its legality in such areas (i.e., 

favelas) (2003: 198-199). The state, with little material presence and/or authoritative 
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legitimacy in such spaces, and faced with a population of “low intensity” citizens for 

which it is charged by middle and upper-class Brazilians with controlling, regularly uses 

violence to establish the rule of law. What Goldstein’s research makes painfully clear, 

however, is that even when they do resort to violence, police forces are still unable to 

enforce the official law of the state apparatus in many favelas, offering even further 

legitimacy to the findings of Perlman (1976), Leeds (1996), Holston and Caldeira (1998), 

and Caldeira (2000).  

Clearly favela spaces tend to be characterized by a lack of material state 

resources, compromised citizenship rights, and state-sanctioned violence, but does this 

signify that the state’s “presence” is necessarily decreased in these spaces, as O’Donnell 

(1993) suggests, or that they are, in the words of Davis, “effectively, ‘off-Panopticon’” 

(2006: 111)? Perhaps the state, as something that is constituted and maintained through 

governmentality, is not limited solely to the armed faction of the state’s juridical wing 

(i.e., the police). Working from Foucault and other poststructural state theorists (e.g., 

Mitchell, Painter, Secor), in the next section of this chapter I articulate how the modern 

state is situated in the daily lives of favelados, showing that the state can be very 

“present” even in spaces that appear to bear little material evidence of it. 

The embodied state 

For Michel Foucault, the modern state apparatus governs through the “ensemble” 

of micro-practices, technologies, and self-disciplinary behaviors that individuals enact in 

everyday life (Foucault 1991: 102). As he writes, “with government it is a question not of 

imposing law on men [sic], but of disposing things: that is to say, of employing tactics 
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rather than laws, and even of using laws themselves as tactics – to arrange things in such 

a way that, through a certain number of means, such and such ends may be achieved” 

(1991: 95). This notion, what Foucault termed “governmentality,” is less about the art of 

governance by force as it is about the ‘production’ of a population in which individuals 

discipline themselves, and more specifically their bodies, effectively enacting the state in 

their daily practice. As such, Foucault suggests that the state’s objective is not the control 

of a given space, per se, but control over social behavior throughout space. Write Michael 

Brown and Larry Knopp, “‘Governmentality’ refers to a particular form of state power 

that is exercised when citizens self-discipline by acquiescing to a wide variety of state 

knowledges” (2006: 224). In this way, one can imagine how space might become 

governmentalized (i.e., managed and ordered according to the state’s specifications) 

through routines of disciplined behaviors, producing governance even in a space with a 

limited collection of state artifacts (e.g., security personnel, surveillance technologies 

such as CCTV, government institutions). 

Expanding upon this idea, Foucault reasons that the precise control of bodies in 

space is, today, achieved through “biopower” (Foucault 1990). As Paul Rabinow offers, 

this “new regime of power….coalesces around two distinct poles”: the rational, scientific, 

and political ordering and classification of the human species, and the “control” and 

“manipulation” of bodies (1984: 17). More concisely, writes Brown, “biopolitics frames 

rationalities through which problems of the governed are discovered, classified, 

diagnosed, and “solved”” (2009: 4). To reject the logic of this governance would be 

‘irrational,’ and thus, for Foucault, people enact the state not so much for fear of 
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retribution, but instead for purposes that conform to accepted (and hegemonic) standards 

of ‘normalcy’ (Foucault 1988, 1990, 1995; Sharp et al. 2000). Though Foucault provided 

very little on what, exactly, the state is (preferring instead to focus upon how the state 

governs), numerous scholars have since built upon his work in order to examine how and 

in what forms the state is manifested (Agamben 1998; Artexaga 2003; Elden 2007a, 

2007b; Hanson and Stepputat 2001; Jessop 2007; Mountz 2004; Secor 2003, 2004, 2007). 

For Timothy Mitchell, the Foucaultian state is an “effect” (1999: 89), constituted by and 

indivisible from the same social practices (including language and discourse) that 

constitute other apparent structures, such as the economy and society. More directly, the 

state is the effect of governmentality made productive, operationalized through embodied 

practices that constitute (but are not limited to) institutions of law, governance, health, 

education, etc. 

Geographers Anna Secor (2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2007) and Joe Painter (2006, 

2007) provide especially well-grounded empirical portraits of this type of state, situating 

it within the nexus of spatial and social relations that constitute daily life. Writes Secor, 

“In everyday life the state is experienced and recognized through a multiplicity of sites, 

agents, institutions, techniques, and regulatory practices” (2007: 33). From this 

perspective on the state, Secor, along with others who have questioned the enactment of 

governance in everyday bodily practice (Kuus 2007; Painter 2006; Scott 1998), offers 

researchers considerable traction for insights into the ways state power works in non-

Anglo contexts. Rather than suggesting that the state simply regulates the lower-classes 

(e.g., in the interests of capital, etc. – Corrigan and Sayer 1985; Eckstein 1977), this 
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approach acknowledges the ways that people regulate themselves, producing and reifying 

the state through their own actions.  

Clearly researchers have long since addressed questions regarding conduct and 

social order in slum communities (Duneier 1999; Lomnitz 1977; Suttles 1968), but with 

Foucault, one is provided a platform for understanding how governance is produced 

through practice, and how, in turn, individuals construct their own subjectivities of 

citizenship. In fact, writes Holston, it is through the everyday performances that occur in 

public space where Brazilian citizenship is actually constituted: “mundane interaction,” 

he writes, “may in fact be more significant to people’s sense of themselves in society than 

the occasional heroic experiences of citizenship like soldiering and demonstrating or the 

emblematic ones like voting and jury duty” (2008: 15). And much like Secor (2007) 

shows how state power is enacted by working-class women and men in Istanbul, or how 

Corbridge et al. (2005) illustrate the ways in which the state is “seen” and encountered in 

rural India, a decidedly “prosaic” (Painter 2006) understanding of state governance can 

help to elucidate how, precisely, the state is constituted and differentially agglomerated 

in, through, and across space. 

Governmentality in Pirambu 

Positioned along the coast roughly four degrees south of the equator, Fortaleza 

(capital city of the state of Ceará) lies in the Northeast of Brazil, a region well known for 

hardship and widespread poverty (Page 1995). With a rapidly growing population of 

nearly two and half million residents, Fortaleza epitomizes the developing world-city 

that, as Davis (2006) notes, is quickly becoming “home” for a majority of the world’s 
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population. Recent figures estimate that roughly thirty-six percent of people work entirely 

in the informal sector, and that at least thirty percent of Fortaleza’s population lives in 

favelas (Gondim 2004: 62). One of the oldest and, undoubtedly, largest of the lower-

income areas in Fortaleza is Pirambu, a community comprised of several neighborhoods 

located along the beach in the northwest part of the city. First occupied by squatters in the 

1930s and 40s (Costa 1999), Pirambu’s population has swelled over the decades, leaving 

residents and local experts to speculate that somewhere between 120,000 to 250,000 

people currently reside there.7 Today Pirambu is a community of contrasts, comprised on 

the one hand of older sections with lower to middle-income permanent housing, 

businesses, small-scale industrial sectors, and infrastructural facilities (e.g., schools, 

churches, hospitals). On the other hand, however, are the newer areas, made up of 

recently settled urban favelas and nascent squatter settlements, reminders of Pirambu’s 

origins. Like many Brazilian favelas, Pirambu appears to be in a constant state of ‘favela 

renewal,’ differentiated from traditional urban renewal by the grassroots, ad hoc nature it 

maintains (see Figure 1.1). 

 To begin, gang and narco-trafficking problems are not as severe in Fortaleza as 

they are in cities like Rio or São Paulo. Smaller-scale gangs that sell drugs and fight for 

the control of space certainly do exist in Pirambu, but their prevalence, power, and levels 

of violence are decreased and not as widespread. As such, the two state apparatuses to 

which Leeds (1996) refers are not quite “parallel” in Pirambu, where the influence of the 

                                                
7 All data pertaining to Pirambu, unless cited otherwise, come from the author’s 
fieldnotes (2005-2009). 
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official state still holds precedence over most of the population. This difference 

highlights the trouble with comparisons between Pirambu and other favelas where 

researchers have focused their attention, as Pirambu, like most favelas in Brazil, is not 

nearly as violent as the more famous (and notorious) favelas in Rio and São Paulo. Still, 

comparisons that situate Pirambu within the broader favela literature are by no means 

untenable. Just like the favelas of Rio and other Brazilian cities, the state’s material 

existence in Pirambu, in the form of urban infrastructure (e.g., well-paved roads, street 

lights, public parks, municipal and federal buildings), hospitals, schools, security and 

emergency response personnel, etc., is noticeably diminished in comparison to wealthier 

areas (Caldeira 1996, 2000; Coy and Pöhler 2002; Goldstein 2003; O’Donnell 1993; Page 

1995). Many of the men and women I spoke with in Pirambu lamented the lack of 

availability of state resources, frequently remarking upon the need for increased public 

health and educational facilities, a more amplified police presence, public parks and safe 

spaces for their children to play, and better, safer transportation networks (e.g., pedestrian 

crosswalks and lighted roadways). 

 While one could argue that a relative peace exists in favelas where drug 

trafficking and gang activity are more common because of the absolute authority held by 

drug traffickers and gang members (who will not hesitate to kill anyone who transgresses 

their rules), the same cannot be said for Pirambu. In Pirambu there is little artifactual 

evidence of any state, parallel (i.e., governed by drug traffickers) or otherwise. How and 

why, then, do people enact most of the legal codes and protocol prescribed by the official 

state even when the material technologies of discipline and panoptic surveillance are 
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absent? What compels most people to adhere to hygienic8 and political discourses, 

“acquiescing to a wide variety of state knowledges” (Brown and Knopp 2006: 224) 

despite their perceived feelings of indifference from state actors? Here I return to the 

notion of an embodied state, siding with Foucault, Mitchell, and Secor that the legal, 

hygienic, and everyday existence of the state is maintained through both the repeated 

practices of individuals, and the ways those practices come to signify ‘order,’ ‘truth,’ and 

‘propriety.’ In a conversation with José, a lifetime resident of Pirambu, he told me that, 

Most people here are good people – they’re working people. Yes, there are 
alcoholics and drug users who live around here, kids who steal things 
sometimes, but those kind of people exist everywhere. Most of the people 
here are honest, and they have families and they work hard.  

 
José’s description of “honest,” “hardworking” people who raise “families” reflects the 

same political rhetoric that encourages people to recycle, send their children to school, 

donate to charities during the holidays, pay their taxes, seek formal employment, dress 

appropriately, brush their teeth, report unattended baggage, etc. And such practices, 

writes Stephen Legg, exemplify the modern state’s rule through governmentality, 

creating a “self-regulating subject who would vote conscientiously, invest responsibly 

and work diligently, while moving about and maintaining the modern city with suitable 

civic pride” (2005: 139-140). More revelatory, it also suggests that people perform their 

roles as good state subjects not because they are forced to (i.e., by repressive state 

apparatuses such as the police), but because it is the “right” thing to do (e.g., Robinson 
                                                
8 My use of the word “hygiene” in this chapter is not meant to focus solely upon the 
individual practices that maintain ‘clean’ bodies, but rather to refer more broadly to the 
conditions and general practices necessary for good health (e.g., codes of urban order, 
design, architecture, and policy that enable individual hygienic practices - for a more 
thorough investigation of this topic, please see Huxley 2007 and Outtes 2003). 
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2000). Governance is maintained by self-disciplining individuals who enact the state in 

their daily routines and discourses, producing it through practice as a constituted, socially 

constructed reality.  

 So embedded is the state in everyday life that despite the skepticism and open 

contempt many pirambuenses feel towards state actors, they appear to do the state’s work 

even when they have little respect for the institutions and individuals who represent it. 

During a focus group conversation with the organizers of a small neighborhood 

association in Pirambu, Milena, a mother of two and long-time community resident, 

commented that,  

Organization and infrastructural responsibilities have been left completely 
to the local residents. City hall (a prefeitura) has done very little to help, 
and it’s the people themselves who have had to discover how to take care 
of their needs. Most people here don’t know their rights, many can’t read, 
and so that’s why we’ve formed this association. We try to provide 
support for healthcare, women, education, young people in the 
community, whoever needs it. If city hall won’t help, if they don’t take 
interest in these issues, someone has to, right? That’s what we’re trying to 
do….to help people and empower them.  

 
Milena’s sentiments reflect several decades of community-based organization in 

Pirambu, where residents have long grown accustomed to performing the state’s 

functions by mobilizing through local NGOs or churches in order to address their health, 

legal, political, urban infrastructure, urban zoning, and environmental issues (Costa 

1999). In a different focus group meeting the frustration Maria had expressed for city hall 

turned into more open hostility, when one woman called all Brazilian politicians “corrupt 

bums” who “do nothing but find new ways to steal money.” Even some of the children in 

Pirambu had grown outwardly cynical, as one day, after watching an off-duty police 
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officer who lived in the neighborhood walk by, an eight-year-old boy ran up and 

whispered in my ear: “That policeman is good for nothing. Look, there he goes down the 

street again to hang out with those drug dealers.” Sure enough, even an eight-year-old 

could see the obvious transgression, as there the man sat, laughing and smoking 

cigarettes with a group of young men who were reported by local residents to be drug 

traffickers.  

Caldeira elaborates more fully on this, writing that, 

On the one hand, they [the Brazilian working-class] believe the police 
have monetary interests in crime and criminals: they are corrupt and may 
be directly involved in crime themselves. On the other, they are convinced 
that the police are not well prepared to perform their duties. In both 
circumstances, the imagery used to describe the criminal may also be used 
to describe the police (2000: 184). 

 
Much like the regularly absent technologies of panoptic state surveillance, time and again 

in Pirambu I was confronted with evidence that local residents rarely follow state 

regulations out of respect or admiration for state actors or, for that matter, the established 

Brazilian social hierarchy. In the same focus group discussion that berated Brazilian 

politicians for being “corrupt bums,” Dilmar, a twenty-six-year-old native of Pirambu, 

expressed his own frustration over Brazil’s unequal social hierarchy: “In this country, if 

you’re rich, you can get away with anything,” he said. Added Jhessyka, twenty-two and 

also a native pirambuense, “It’s like this: here in Brazil, the rich can do whatever they 

want. The police won’t mess with them, and if they do, [the rich people] can just pay a 

lawyer or a judge to get them out of it.” Dilmar nodded, saying,  

Look – when was the last time you heard about someone getting arrested 
in Aldeota [a wealthier neighborhood in Fortaleza] or someplace like that 
for using drugs? Never. The police don’t mess with the people who use the 
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drugs, the ones who already have money and buy them. They hunt the 
traffickers, you know, like the boys who live around here because they 
know they can throw them in jail and nothing will happen. 
 

Not only do Dilmar and Jhessyka’s comments express frustration with the inconsistent 

manner in which state actors enforce (an allegedly) generalized governing protocol (i.e., 

the law), they also reveal that governmentality produces a variety of state effects across 

space that may or may not be consistent with levels of material state infrastructure. More 

specifically, the intensity of state effects (i.e., state presence) in a given space may have 

less to do with levels of wealth, and more to do with how well disciplined and “self-

regulating” (Legg 2005) are the bodies that occupy that space. 

Accounts of daily life within the richest, gated Brazilian communities indicate 

that, indeed, the state’s presence is affected differently in different spaces. In these 

communities, hired guards provide security and the penetrating gaze of the state, like 

everything else, is blocked by walls, gates, and private security providers (e.g., Caldeira 

1996, 2000; Coy and Pöhler 2002). As Caldeira writes, “Inside the condominiums [gated 

communities], disrespect of the law is almost a rule. People feel freer to break the law 

because they are in private spaces from which the police are kept out, and because they 

perceive the complex’s streets as extensions of their own backyards” (2000: 277). Indeed, 

according to Martin Coy and Martin Pöhler (2002), although it is the poor who tend to 

live on the urban periphery, so abnormal are the spaces inhabited by wealthy Brazilians 

that it is they which appear to lie on the outside of everyday urban space. Residents, and 

particularly teenagers, enjoy relative legal impunity in these spaces, showing little respect 

for the authority of the (often middle and working-class) guards their parents have hired 
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to enforce order. Concerned about keeping their jobs, these guards (understandably) are 

often reticent to impinge upon the lives of their employers by enforcing bothersome legal 

protocol (Caldeira 2000: 277). 

 If José is correct that most Pirambu residents are diligent, law-abiding citizens, 

and my own personal observations and the work of other favela ethnographers certainly 

support such a claim, then one is left to question how “brown” (O’Donnell 1993) favela 

communities actually are. Albeit uncommon, the state is able to patrol and monitor space 

in Pirambu when it chooses, sending armed police forces, caravans that randomly spray 

for insects (to prevent dengue fever, etc.), and political propaganda into the favela. The 

same cannot be said for gated communities where, quite literally, state actors must 

“knock” before they enter. Accordingly, O’Donnell’s three-tiered hierarchy of state 

presence must be critically interrogated to account for the ways that governmentality can 

produce varying state effects – and be operationalized at different intensities – across 

space and time.  

Producing an embodied state 

Considering, as I have argued already, that the urban poor in Brazil are not 

compelled by the forces of governmentality simply because they trust state actors, or 

because they believe that the law might actually be equal and just, then there must exist a 

different means for how discipline becomes manifest in their practices. Moreover, 

because there is little evidence to support the idea that favelados are especially 

disciplined by the material, panoptic institutions, actors, and artifacts of the state, I now 

offer an alternative explanation for how pirambuenses become subjectified as reliable, 



 97 

self-regulating Brazilian citizens. To begin, and drawing upon the work of Giorgio 

Agamben (1998, 2005), fear of the state’s violence persists at high intensities in favela 

communities (Caldeira 2000; Goldstein 2003), and favelados must carefully negotiate 

their precarious position in relation to the state apparatus. Agamben draws attention to 

this, arguing that life today, as a discursive and legal category, is constituted through 

politics. Excavating what he calls the “paradox of sovereignty,” Agamben illustrates how 

“the sovereign” (i.e., the ruler or executive branch of the state apparatus) is both within 

and outside of juridical order, paradoxically “legally placed outside the law” (1998: 15). 

In a sense, Agamben notes how the sovereign, as the head of the state, can effectively 

(and legally) kill certain individuals with impunity because of the way subjectivity is 

constituted in modern political life.  

Those who are not protected by the state and, thus, risk its violence, are what 

Agamben calls “bare life.” This distinction denotes a person who is legally unprotected 

by the law, effectively placing him or her outside of the juridical boundaries that 

constitute human, political, and legal rights. Further, according to Agamben, political 

modernity is marked by the possibility that anyone may become bare life at any moment. 

While Agamben’s interest is drawn particularly to political prisoners (e.g., holocaust 

victims and detainees at Guantanamo Bay), geographers have used his work to illustrate 

the ways that economically, socially, and culturally marginalized individuals also risk the 

increased possibility of being killed with impunity (e.g., sex workers, undocumented 

migrants, racial minorities) (Gilmore 2002; Pratt 2005; Rajaram and Grundy-Warr 2004). 

Similarly, though favelados who live in communities like Pirambu are not bare life in the 
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strictest definition, the poor have even fewer retributive means to resist the state’s 

violence and legal maneuvers (Rolnik 2001; Souza 2001; Souza 2001a). When asked 

during the focus group discussion how he felt about the police and constant allegations of 

corruption, Dilmar responded, “Well, what can we do? Complain? Where would you go? 

To the police? That’d be the end of you, man. And besides, (laughing) everyone already 

knows [about allegations of corruption].” Docile bodies in favelas, perhaps, are 

disciplined by raw fear more so than surveillance and state intervention. As such, the law 

may be enacted in these spaces due to the fear that marginalized people rightfully have of 

becoming bare life. 

The state that favelados perform thus appears to be highly contingent upon their 

spatial context. In other words, when in the favela, favelados discipline their practices 

according to one state form, but when they leave (for work, etc.), they shift, suddenly 

operating within a new frame of state governance. Not only does this account for the 

ways that people move through space, continuously adjusting and re-disciplining their 

bodies as they encounter different regimes of governance (e.g., Gregson and Rose 2000; 

Secor 2002, 2004, 2007), it also suggests that ‘slippages’ are inherent to any embodied 

state, where the heterogeneous performances enacted by different bodies produces 

varying and sometimes ambiguous state effects. Governmentality, as Foucault suggests, 

is a form of governance that operates through the micro-practices of subjectivity: what 

sort of performance it leads to, or in the words of Mitchell (1999), what kind of structural 

effect is produced, is potentially open and highly spatially contingent. 
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To understand, then, how governmentality becomes routinized in the practices of 

favelados in Pirambu, inducing the state through fear and everyday discursive repetition 

without significant presences from state artifacts or actors, I return to a far more banal 

technology of governance: the television. Despite high levels of poverty and one of the 

most unequal distributions of wealth in the world, according to Joseph Straubhaar (1997), 

more than ninety percent of Brazilian families own televisions. Nearly all Brazilians 

watch TV, which, in the words of Eliana La Ferrara et al., “has played a central role for 

the functioning and reproduction of contemporary Brazilian society” (2008: 5). Citing 

Vilmar Faria and Joseph Potter (1999), Ferrara et al. further suggest that television “has 

played a strategic role in the process of articulating, diffusing, and institutionalizing new 

behavioral and attitudinal patterns in the country” (Ferrara et al. 2008: 5). As an example, 

the authors correlate declining fertility rates in Brazil to the small families often 

portrayed in telenovelas (Brazilian soap operas), demonstrating in convincing fashion the 

ways that Brazilian TV homogenizes personal choices, practices, codes of hygiene, and 

civil order (see also Loveman and Davies 1997 and Page 1995).  

Much like Benedict Anderson credits the invention of the printing press and 

subsequent publication of books and newspapers as having a tremendous effect upon the 

construction of “imagined communities” throughout the world, so too has the television 

“created the possibility of a new form of imagined community” (Anderson 1983: 46). 

Perhaps the quintessential technology of power/knowledge in the twentieth and twenty-

first-centuries, the television can inform, instill, indoctrinate, and help discipline the 

masses, unbounded by the problems of illiteracy prevalent in less-developed countries 
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(Skelton 2000; Wood 2007). In fact, argue Ferrara et al., “In societies where literacy is 

relatively low and newspaper circulation limited, television plays a crucial role in 

circulating ideas” (2008: 23).  

In the living rooms, kitchens, bedrooms and bathrooms of Pirambu, one can see 

not only how TV engineers and elicits certain behaviors, but how governmentality works 

in everyday life: not repressively, forced upon ‘from above’ by a superstructural state 

apparatus, but productively, from the spatialized performances that individuals 

themselves enact. Granted, television may cultivate anxiety (arguably a repressive 

strategy) by making examples out of lawless spaces and showing the dangerous and 

chaotic effects of ‘disorder,’ but the real “state effect” (Mitchell 1999) moment occurs 

when bodies become productive – for example, when pirambuenses enact certain spatial 

practices that distinguish their communities from ones “like that” – and disciplined in 

their performances as ‘good’ citizens, city residents, pirambuenses, etc. Thus the state, as 

something people “see” (e.g., Corbridge et al 2005) and experience (e.g., Secor 2007), is 

made ‘real’ through moments of daily practice (e.g., does not the performance that 

surrounds each country’s national anthem exemplify this?). Moreover, television keeps 

bodies in private spaces, anchoring them to sofas, chairs, and hammocks. Instead of 

occupying public space, bodies are pinned down, kept off the streets, and exploited 

themselves as spaces of compliance and docility.  

The state effect produced by Brazilian television is located, much like Secor 

(2007) and Painter (2006) note, in the individual experiences and everyday routines that 

occur in urban space. Bodies are spurred into action by public service announcements 
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that, for example, educate and warn against the dangers of dengue fever. Confronted with 

(very real) threats of dengue, pirambuenses cover their water tanks, pick up trash around 

their homes, and keep a watchful eye for stagnant water that might attract mosquitoes. 

Again, remembering Foucault, this also exemplifies how governmentality can be both 

repressive and productive (i.e., to flatly label the state’s hygienic efforts as “repressive” 

shows a real ignorance for the debilitating – and sometimes fatal – effects of dengue 

fever), and that evidence of the state effect is revealed most pointedly when bodies enact 

a given set of practices. As a further example (though not one initiated, necessarily, by 

watching television), Election Day in Brazil clearly illustrates the state’s embodied 

nature. On this occasion, nearly every Brazilain reports to their assigned polling station 

because, according to Brazilian law, they could face a series of fines and penalties should 

they fail to vote. Walking through their front door, arriving at the polling station, waiting 

in line, dealing with state-sanctioned personnel, casting their ballot, and the fatigue they 

may likely feel once they have eventually made their way back home bear witness to the 

way in which the state, quite literally, is enacted and embodied by individuals both in and 

through space. Without this performance, the Brazilian state, in its current form, would 

not exist. 

But to demonstrate more carefully how television operates as a technology of 

governmentality, I now return full-circle to the house, Fernanda, and the TV where this 

chapter began. As Fernanda and I sat watching the mayhem being broadcast from a 

favela somewhere else, she told me a story of how she had been robbed once, in a favela 

not far from Pirambu, while waiting for the bus. True to my research agenda, I asked her 
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whether she had called the police afterward to report the crime. “Yeah,” she said, “I 

called, and forty-five minutes later those jokers finally showed up. They didn’t do 

anything – well, at that point, there was nothing to do – they didn’t even give me a ride 

home! I didn’t have money for the bus – I’d just been robbed!” 

“But let me ask you something,” I interrupted her: “I can’t even count how many times 

you’ve told me what the cops are like around here and how you don’t even trust them to 

be sober when they come to work. Why did you even call them in the first place?” 

“Why?” The question surprised her. “What do you mean, ‘why?’ What else can you do? 

You have to at least report that information, Jeff. Obviously I knew they wouldn’t do 

anything – my God, it took ‘em forty-five minutes just to get there! – but you have to at 

least call the police and make a report. It’s protocol.” 

            She could tell I was unsatisfied with her answer, but at that moment the program 

we were watching left the favela and returned to the studio, and we turned to watch the 

commentator rant about what we had just seen:  

Folks, it’s true, city hall has to do a better job of fighting these problems, 
and the police need to do the work they’re paid to do, but a better future 
starts at home! Today, the citizen has to do their part – they can’t just hide 
from these horrors. It’s up to the citizen to also fight these problems! We 
can’t continue to let our neighborhoods crumble apart like this one 
[looking towards the favela on the studio television screen]. We can’t 
continue to let our children fall into the hands of traffickers, and we can’t 
let criminals continue to ruin our cities. And when we see crime, we have 
to denounce it! We can’t allow these criminals to keep gaining strength – 
it’s up to all of us to report these illegal activities [looking again at the 
television screen] before it’s too late!  
 

Fernanda smiled, vindicated. “You see?,” she said. I gave a conciliatory nod. The 

coincidence had been uncanny; not only had the commentator threatened disorder upon 
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those who were negligent in their surveillance duties, but he had done so within the 

context of citizenship and civic responsibility. It was enough, finally, for me to begin to 

understand how governmentality operates, as even those with little faith whatsoever in 

the state still “conform to particular ways of being” (Brown and Knopp 2006: 224). By 

disseminating the ‘appropriate’ practices and behaviors of a well-disciplined society, 

television helps to create a population of self-disciplining, panoptic surveyors that 

regulate and territorialize space. In this way, the physical presence of state actors and 

material infrastructure are not required to governmentalize space: the state effect is 

(re)produced through enactments, through embodied practices, and maintained by 

repeated sets of actions and signifiers. And because people do not consume the messages 

they receive in a uniform or homogeneous way (i.e., resistance and individual agency 

certainly exists), it also suggests that “slippages” should invariably occur, as different 

bodies – in different spaces – regularly produce differentiated state effects. 

Conclusions  

 In this chapter I have endeavored to locate and analyze the way that the state 

operates in a Brazilian favela in order to contribute to ongoing debates regarding the 

geographies of governmentality (e.g., Brown and Knopp 2006; Elden 2007b; Jessop 

2007). Starting with a small, focused collection of ethnographic works, I have explored 

Foucault’s notions regarding governmentality and biopower in order to situate that 

ethnographic literature, along with my own research, within the context of a 

poststructural understanding of the state (e.g., Artexaga 2003; Gupta 1995; Hanson and 

Stepputat 2001; Marston 2004; Mitchell 1999; Mountz 2004; Secor 2003, 2004, 2007). 
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While scholars have regularly engaged a Foucaultian perspective to consider the ways 

state power has been mapped upon low-income areas through urban planning, zoning, 

and hygienic codes (Fernandes 2005; Huxley 2007; Outtes 2003; Ponte 1999), seeing the 

state from an embodied perspective helps to elucidate the ways governmentality and state 

effects manifest in everyday life, producing order and self-disciplining bodies even in 

spaces where state institutions, services, and actors have a decreased presence (i.e., 

favelas). Proof of governmentality’s effectiveness can be found in the reliable self-order 

that prevails in Pirambu, and in the way that pirambuenses (like favelados elsewhere) 

know how to act, perform, and discipline their bodies when they enter spaces with greater 

intensities of material state presence (e.g., their places of employment, banks, post 

offices, federal and municipal buildings, bus terminals – see also Secor 2002, 2004, 

2007).  

 According to Stuart Elden, one of governmentality’s most compelling features is 

the way Foucault challenges the reader to see how “The mechanisms of security are 

brought to bear on a population.” Citing one of his own earlier works (Elden 2007a), 

Elden continues, “Almost in spite of himself, Foucault seems to me to offer an extremely 

important and productive way to understand the relation between governmental practices 

and territory, namely how space is rendered subject to mathematical modelling and 

control, and thought politically” (2007b: 32). Drawing attention to Foucault’s exploration 

of the way space and “territory” work upon bodies and the “population,” Elden highlights 

the site of state “security” and disciplinary control, illustrating how biopower can be so 

effective in producing and maintaining the state and spaces of governmentality. In a 
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sense, the population becomes so perfectly self-disciplined that “governmental practices 

and territory” (Elden 2007b: 32) are reproduced by bodies rather than purely repressive 

state apparatuses. Thus the state, as such, is self-sustaining. 

 Still yet to be investigated, however, are the issues of ‘slippage’ that must 

inevitably factor into an embodied state effect (Pile 1997). Clearly governmentality does 

not produce a completely homogeneous, biopolitical space, and the reasons for why it 

becomes operationalized differentially across space – and thus, why state effects are 

produced at different intensities in different spaces – likely have much to do with the 

enactments and performances of individual bodies. The effects of these heterogeneous 

performances, therefore, are crucial for understanding the ways that space, and the state, 

become differentiated. If, as Davis (2006) warns, future urban landscapes will 

increasingly be occupied by slums and favelas like Pirambu, then inquiries into the 

political and social governance of such spaces will continue to be vital for all those 

concerned with politics, space, and social practice. 
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Figures – Chapter Three 
 
Fig. 3.1: Map of Fortaleza highlighting the community of Pirambu. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RELIGION AND GOVERNMENTALITY: UNDERSTANDING GOVERNANCE 
IN URBAN BRAZIL1 

 
Introduction 

[The Church] is a superb instrument of power for itself. Entirely woven through with 
elements that are imaginary, erotic, effective, corporal, sensual, and so on, it is superb! 
(Foucault 1991a: 107). 
  

Michel Foucault was captivated by religion (1990, 1991a, 1991c, 2007; see also 

Carrette 1991, 2000; Turner 1991). While best known for his research on psychiatry, 

medicine, sexuality, prisons, and so on, according to Jeremy Carrette, “often neglected is 

the extent of Foucault’s fascination with issues of Christianity and religion” (1991: 2). In 

fact, in his effort to show how “power is not homogeneous but can be defined only by the 

particular points through which it passes” (Deleuze 1988: 25), it should come as no 

surprise that Foucault was often drawn to questions of faith: with its practices and 

institutions, organized religion does indeed produce, as Foucault noted, a “superb 

instrument of power for itself” (1991a: 107). Why then, considering Foucault’s broad 

influence upon human geography, should there be such a dearth of geographic research 

on questions of religion within the context of his work? With all of the researchers who 

have been drawn to Foucault in order to interrogate the intersection of space, power, and 

social practice, why has religion so often been overlooked? 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This chapter was originally published in Geoforum 41(6): 908-918. 2010 by Elsevier. 
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The purpose of this chapter is to address this gap in the literature. More 

specifically, I argue that Foucault’s notion of governmentality characterizes regimes of 

power beyond the state apparatus, positing that religion and churches also produce and 

maintain the knowledges, truths, and social order associated with governmentality and 

self-regulated governance. While geographers have fruitfully employed socio-spatial 

perspectives to provide valuable insights into religious and spiritual landscapes (Brace, 

Bailey, and Harvey 2006; Graham 1998; Hervieu-Léger 2002; Hopkins 2007a; 

Livingstone, Keane, and Boal 1998; MacDonald 2002; Pacione 1999; Valins 2000; 

Wilson 1993), Julian Holloway and Oliver Valins concede that “in recent years 

geographers have lamented on a lack of progress” for research on the geography of 

religion (2002: 5). “Not only is there potential to enhance thinking on habitual and 

performed landscapes within geography,” they write, but by recognizing how “religious 

and spiritual geographies are (re)produced through a variety of embodied acts and bodily 

practices,” geographers have the opportunity to make “connections with work in 

sociology on religion and the body” (2002: 8; see also Ferber 2006; Gökariksel 2009; 

Holloway 2006). Such a call hints undeniably at the value in a Foucaultian perspective 

for investigations of “the corporeal enactment and performances” (Holloway and Valins, 

2002: 8) of religious spaces, and in this chapter I take up Holloway and Valins’ challenge 

by considering the ways in which religion produces governmentalized practices in 

everyday urban space. 
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This work was born out of my research in the favela (urban slum) community of 

Pirambu,2 located in Fortaleza, Brazil. While conducting fieldwork on how social order 

persists in spaces that have low levels of state presence,3 I began to see how Foucault’s 

notion of governmentality describes a set of power relations that are by no means 

exclusive to the state apparatus: simply put, I could not explain how governance operated 

within the community without also accounting for the churches and religious practices 

that occupied the space. Accordingly, I draw upon my research in Pirambu throughout 

this chapter, using quotes, observations, and historical accounts in order to illustrate how 

spiritual and religious spaces engender self-disciplining and regulatory practices within 

individuals (i.e., governmentality). Though this chapter is intended as a theoretical 

intervention for understanding the relationships between religion and the technologies of 

governance, the context of my case study is important for illustrating my larger 

theoretical argument, and I include it in order to paint a more nuanced picture of how 

governmentality operates on the ground.    

 This chapter begins with an overview on governmentality, considering what it is, 

how it works, and the ways geographers have employed this idea to better understand the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Throughout this paper I refer to my research site as “Pirambu.” The greater Pirambu 
community is actually made up of several smaller neighborhoods (see Figure 3.1), and 
for reasons of confidentiality, I withhold the specific neighborhood where I lived and 
worked while in the field.	  
3	  By “low levels of state presence” I mean that the material artifacts of the official state 
apparatus have a reduced presence in communities like Pirambu when compared to, for 
example, more affluent neighborhoods (in the form of municipal urban infrastructure, 
schools, hospitals, emergency response personnel, etc. – see also Garmany 2009 and 
Goldstein 2003). 
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relationships between power and space. Though most often used to describe networks of 

political power, here I propose that governmentality is also useful for understanding a 

broader landscape of power relations. By considering the geography of religion literature 

within the context of Foucualt’s work, I show the importance of religious and spiritual 

practices to contemporary urban space, and the roles they play in producing and 

maintaining governance and socio-political order. My purpose is not to suggest that 

governmentality has been misapplied as a theoretical tool for understanding the state and 

political power, but to show how the term actually describes power more generally (e.g., 

Crampton and Elden 2007; Senellart 2007), including spiritual and ethical moments in 

addition to political ones (Carrette 2000). Drawing upon my case study in Fortaleza, 

Brazil, I substantiate my theoretical argument using empirical examples, showing how 

governmentality is produced through religion and churches and the relationship between 

spiritual practices and governance in everyday space.   

Foucault, governance, and the geography of religion 

“Power is not a substance,” according to Foucault, and “neither is it a mysterious 

property whose origin must be delved into.” Rather than simply exerting force over or 

upon someone or a group of people, power operates as “a certain type of relation between 

individuals. Such relations are specific, that is, they have nothing to do with exchange, 

production, [or] communication, even though they combine with them. The characteristic 

feature of power is that some men [sic] can more or less entirely determine other men’s 

[sic] conduct – but never exhaustively or coercively” (1991b: 152). Power is thus not 

about making people or populations act against their own will, but rather it produces 
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individuals who willfully act according to a specific form of logic (e.g., in their own ‘best 

interests’). For Foucault, modern day governance (i.e., “the coordination of complex 

social systems and steering of societal development,” Painter 2000: 317; see also Hannah 

2000; Rosenau and Czempiel 1992) is characterized by this form of power – what he 

calls “governmentality” – where bodies become disciplined into self-regulating subjects. 

Governmentality produces certain practices and behaviors because its logic is inseparable 

from ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge,’ and as Michel Senellart observes, it is “the rationality 

immanent to the micro-powers” of a given social relationship, be it a “parent-child 

relation, individual-public power, population-medicine, and so on” (2007: 389).   

To define governmentality and to clarify how it works, Foucault outlines three 

general characteristics: “First,” he explains, “by ‘governmentality’ I understand the 

ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, calculations, and 

tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, power that has 

the population as its target, political economy as its major form of knowledge, and 

apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument.” The second feature he 

describes is “the type of power that we can call ‘government’ and which has led to the 

development of a series of specific governmental apparatuses on the one hand, [and, on 

the other] to the development of a series of knowledges.” And third, Foucault suggests 

that governmentality also refers to “the process by which the state of justice of the 

Middle Ages became the administrative state in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and 

was gradually ‘governmentalized’” (2007: 108-9). In a sense, this definition outlines how 

governmentality, as a form of power, was not simply born from new institutions of 
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governance following the Middle Ages, but instead preceded and facilitated the 

development of modern governmental apparatuses (i.e., the state and, for that matter, the 

Christian Church). Moreover, it describes the process by which political power becomes 

manifest in the actions of individuals (a power through bodies rather than power over 

them), and how space comes to be governed through self-regulating practices. Indeed, 

with such a focus upon the way this type of power relates to the state apparatus, one can 

understand why scholars have tended to focus upon political power within the context of 

governmentality (Appadurai 2001; Burchell, Gordon, and Miller 1991; Dean 1999; 

Martin, Gutman, and Hutton 1988; Mitchell 1999; Rabinow 1984). Still, for Foucault, 

‘government’ is not something limited simply to ‘political’ moments: “the notion of 

‘government,’” he suggests, should be “understood in the wider sense of techniques and 

procedures designed to direct the behaviour of men [sic]. Government of children, 

government of souls or consciences, government of a household, of the state or of 

oneself” (1991c: 154). In fact, as Senellart notes, beginning in 1979, Foucault uses 

governmentality to describe “‘the way in which one conducts people’s conduct,’ thus 

serving as an ‘analytical perspective for relations of power in general’” (2007: 388).  

 In geography, governmentality has proven an especially useful analytic for 

understanding the relationship between the state, power, and space (Crampton and Elden 

2007; Elden 2007a, 2007b; Huxley 2007). Political geographers have regularly engaged 

Foucault’s work in order to see how the state operates (Corbridge et al. 2005; Jessop 

2007; Larner 2000), how space is governed by the state (Hannah 2000; MacKinnon 2000; 

Wood 2007), and how populations become ‘governmentalized’ (Brown 2009; Brown and 
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Knopp 2006; Legg 2005). In recent years, geographers have also noted the way 

governmentality becomes embodied in everyday practice (Garmany 2009; Mountz 2004; 

Sharp et al. 2000), showing how governance is produced and maintained on the ground 

by media representations (Skelton 2000), neighborly surveillance (Robinson 2000), and 

citizen policing (Painter 2007). Still, as Senellart (2007) reminds, governmenality 

actually describes a field of power relations beyond the state apparatus, and scholars are 

now beginning to use governmentality as a lens to consider questions of terrorism (Flint 

2003), criminality (Garland 1997), health care (Holmes and Gastaldo 2002), 

environmental management (Agrawal 2005), education (Edwards 2002), and so on. To 

address this trend and to investigate the relationship between governance and spirituality, 

I return now for a closer look at Foucault’s work in order to explore the connections 

between governance and the spaces and practices of religion.  

 For Foucault, modern political power in the West is rooted in what he calls 

“pastoral power”: much like the relationship between shepherd and flock, pastoral power 

is defined by “beneficence” and “care,” and its objective is the “salvation/safety” of the 

multiplicity (2007: 126). According to Lynn Blake (1999), this power is an 

individualizing one that is constituted in the priest/shepherd’s responsibilities to the flock 

(in their knowledge, vigilance, and care for each individual), and each member of the 

flock’s obedience to the priest/shepherd (to practice self-care, maintain self-awareness, 

and to communicate/confess this knowledge to the priest/shepherd). “Introduced into the 

Western world by way of the Christian Church” (Foucault 2007: 129), Foucault argues 

that pastoral power underlies the art of contemporary governance (i.e., governmentality) 
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and precedes the rise of the modern state. The state and the Church, therefore, are not the 

sources of governmentality, but rather the effects of ‘governmentalized’ practices, 

institutions, knowledges, procedures, etc. (e.g., Mitchell 1999). Moreover, 

governmentality is not characterized by the power to rule, as a sovereign does over 

his/her subjects, but by the power to affect, like the relationship between priest and 

congregation, producing a certain set of behaviors within members of the flock so that, 

for example, salvation may be achieved. As a form of power, governmentality induces 

rather than obliges, and individuals are guided, monitored, and disciplined by institutions 

of power so that sound governance may be achieved equally across bodies and space.  

 While the state is undoubtedly an important site for considering how 

governmentality operates and procedures of governance are maintained, equally 

significant for Foucault is the role of religion in the production of governmentalized 

practices and behaviors. As Carrette offers, “Foucault’s interest in the ‘new relations of 

power’ was part of his overall strategy to place religion within the framework of 

‘governmentality’” (2000: 136). More than simply recognizing the historical relationship 

between the Christian pastorate and techniques of modern governance, Foucault’s 

“overall aim was to highlight how these regimes of power and the ‘techniques of self’ 

were a fundamental part of religious discourse. His work was an attempt to show the 

inescapable ‘political’ techniques of religion” (2000: 136). In fact, writes Carrette, 

religion is an essential and inseparable component to Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality:  
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Foucault appears to collapse the ‘spiritual’, the ‘ethical’ and ‘political’ 
into a single trajectory of ‘truth’, ‘subjectivity’ and ‘power’, a strategy 
which can only be appreciated by locating it within the original 1978 
framework of ‘governmentality’. The notion of ‘governmentality’ holds 
together the ‘ethical’, ‘spiritual’ and ‘political’ inside a single framework, 
outside of which the terms become dislocated and redundant by being 
fused together (2000: 138).  
 

Carrette’s reading of Foucault offers an intriguing and highly nuanced understanding of 

governmentality, where spiritual, ethical, and political moments intertwine in the 

production of truth, subjectivity, and power. And just as it would be a mistake to neglect 

the importance of spirituality and ethics within this framework of governmentality, so too 

would it be an oversight to disregard the role of churches and religion when considering 

how governance operates in and through space. “As Foucault recognized,” Holloway and 

Valins point out, “religion is a crucial component to understanding the construction of 

even the most ‘secular’ of societies” (2002: 6), and to more fully interrogate the 

relationship between power, space, and social order, ‘the spiritual’ must be accounted for 

in geographic research of political and cultural phenomena.   

 With a tradition that spans across several decades, the geography of religion (see 

Henkel 2005; Park 1994; Stump 2008) realized an important turning point in the late 

1970s: Yi-Fu Tuan’s “Humanistic geography” (1976) touched off a critical wave for 

geographers of religion, and researchers began to focus their attention upon the influence 

of religion in socio, cultural, and political spatial contexts (Cooper 1992; Kong 1990; 

Levine 1986; Livingstone 1994; Sopher 1981; Stump 1986). By highlighting the complex 

and often changing relationships between space, religion, and social practice, some 

important contributions made by geographers today include deeper understandings of 
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identity and religion (Blake 1999; Chivallon 2001; Holloway 2003; Hopkins 2007b; 

Valins 2000, 2003), the influence of religion upon socio-spatial constructions of 

landscape and place (Holloway 2000; Ivakhiv 2006; Naylor and Ryan 2002; Numrich 

1997; Pacione 2005; Proctor 2006), the relationship between religion and historical 

geography (Brace, Bailey, and Harvey 2006; Palmer 2002; Raivo 2002), and religion’s 

place within political, state, and geopolitical processes (Berger 1999; Dittmer 2007; 

Knippenberg 2006; O’Tuathail 2000). Among several works that stand out, the 

contributions of Julian Holloway (2000, 2003, 2006), Peter Hopkins (2007a, 2007b, 

2009) and Lily Kong (1990, 1993, 2001a, 2001b) have been especially effective at 

emphasizing how religion works through space to produce heterogeneous subjectivities 

and dynamic spiritual landscapes. With Kong’s attention to the ways religion interacts 

with other cultural forms (e.g., technology, architecture, politics) to (re)organize space 

(1993, 2001b), Hopkins’ focus upon race, religion, gender, and constructions of identity 

(2007b, 2009), and Holloway’s consideration of the affectual relationship between 

spiritual spaces and embodied practice (2003, 2006), political and cultural geographers 

are offered new insights into religion’s role in the shaping of space and social practice.  

 Still missing from the geography of religion literature, however, are contributions 

that investigate questions of governance and the maintenance of socio-political order in 

everyday space. What role, for example, does religion play in not only establishing 

general mores and regulatory principles within populations, but also in producing 

governmentalized bodies that act and perform in certain ways? More directly, how does 

governmentality – as a form of power not limited simply to ‘political’ moments – operate 
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through religious spaces to discipline and affect bodies and practice, and what are the 

socio-spatial ramifications of this for individuals, communities, cities, and so on? Beyond 

just the scope of representation and the ideological function of spirituality (e.g., Althusser 

1971), what Foucault offers is a lens for exploring how religion manifests in material 

ways to constitute governance and disciplined practices. Perhaps Blake (1999) best 

exemplifies the value in this sort of approach, exploring how discourses of Christianity 

were brought to bear on the settlement of land and native people in nineteenth-century 

British Columbia. By scrutinizing the relationship between pastoral power and the 

territorialization of space, Blake’s work underscores the possibilities for geographic 

research that accounts for religion in studies of governance. Returning once more to 

Holloway and Valins, “understanding the power of religion (or, at the very least, religious 

antecedents) to influence (and be influenced by) society and space remains a key arena 

for geographers to explore” (2002: 6). To answer this call, and to investigate the ways 

religion produces social order and governmentalized spaces, in the next section of this 

chapter I turn to my own research in Fortaleza, Brazil, suggesting that churches and 

religious practices are a fundamental component of governance in the favela community 

of Pirambu. 

Religion and shantytowns in northeast Brazil 

Located along the coast in the Northeast of Brazil, Fortaleza has recently emerged 

as one of Latin America’s largest and most rapidly changing urban areas. With a surging 

population of nearly four million people in the metropolitan area, development in the 

state capital of Ceará remains decidedly uneven, as a swell of downtown skyscrapers is 
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still far outpaced by the spread of impoverished communities on the periphery. Informal 

urban settlements (commonly referred to as favelas) have a long history in Brazil, and 

one of Fortaleza’s oldest and largest – known as Pirambu – lies within the northwest 

periphery of the city (see Figure 3.1). Populated by over one hundred thousand residents, 

many in Fortaleza describe the greater Pirambu area as the second largest favela in Latin 

America,4 and with its mix of formal and informal housing, businesses, and urban 

infrastructural facilities, the community retains the organic and often disjointed character 

of urban growth so commonly associated with the global south.5  

First occupied by squatters in the 1930s and ‘40s, Pirambu grew quickly during 

the middle part of the twentieth-century, as rural-to-urban migration brought a steady 

stream of cheap labor into the industrializing urban core. With continued population 

growth and greater levels of organization among Brazil’s working-class in the 1950s, 

residents of Pirambu found their political voice through the Catholic Church and, to a 

lesser extent, the Brazilian Communist Party (PCB) and local special interest groups. The 

arrival of Catholic priest Padre Hélio Campos (influenced by liberation theology and in 

open conversation with the PCB) galvanized the community in 1958, and under the 

Church’s guidance, pirambuenses (residents of Pirambu) were successful in demanding 

the community’s formalized inclusion to the municipality of Fortaleza, expanding 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 According to interview data collected by the author, only Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro is 
larger than Pirambu. 
5 All data, unless otherwise noted, come from a collection of field notes (2000-2009) kept 
by the author while conducting research in Fortaleza.  
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infrastructural facilities to residents and granting them a stronger voice in urban political 

decision making (Costa 1999). In fact, after the military coup of 1964, the Catholic 

Church remained ostensibly the only beacon of non-state community organization, and 

until the 1980s, social resistance to the dictatorship and collective action within Pirambu 

were coordinated entirely through the Church.  

 In many ways, the story of Pirambu reflects the history of countless Brazilian 

favelas: at a time when leftist opposition was vehemently stamped out by the military 

dictatorship (1964-1985), it was the Church that served to organize the poor and 

articulate their plight within the public sphere. And while the study and teaching of 

liberation theology6 was strongly discouraged by the Vatican and other conservative 

Catholics, in Brazil, along with many parts of Latin America, religious leaders began to 

emphasize the needs of the poor, questioning the generally prescribed division between 

religion and politics (Page 1995). In addition to providing a space and infrastructural 

network for pirambuenses and other favelados (favela dwellers) to organize, the Church 

was also fundamental to various social movements (e.g., The Movement of Landless 

Rural Workers – the MST – see Garmany 2008; Stedile and Fernandes 1999), serving as 

a ‘safe space’ for those seeking progressive social change during a tumultuous political 

era (see Figure 4.1).   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Liberation theology grew among Latin American ecclesiastical circles during the 1960s 
as many within the Church started to address the relationship between religion and social 
justice. Clerical members began to explore the idea of ‘systemic sin’ (i.e., that a system, 
like capitalism, could be sinful), and many parishioners argued that the Church should 
exercise, whenever possible, a ‘preferential option’ for the poor (Boff and Boff 1986). 
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By the start of the 1980s, however, the radical message of many Brazilian Church 

leaders began to wane. The Vatican’s efforts to subdue leftist sentiment in Latin America 

intensified from 1979 onward, and several prominent Brazilian clergy members (e.g., 

Leandro Boff) were silenced or excommunicated (Page 1995). Moreover, as the military 

government relaxed its grip over the country, eventually giving way to civilian rule in 

1985, formerly outlawed political parties, social movements, and special interest groups 

(re)emerged, providing activists with new avenues for social and political change. 

Coupled with the rising popularity of evangelical faiths in Brazil, the Catholic Church’s 

membership has steadily declined over the past thirty years, leaving a much more 

heterogeneous landscape of Christian religions in cities and neighborhoods where, until 

recently, nearly everyone was reflexively Catholic (Burdick 1993; Stoll 1991). Poorer 

communities have realized the overwhelming majority of this conversionary trend,7 and 

in Pirambu and other areas like it, small, nascent, non-Catholic Christian churches are 

now almost as common as public telephones (see Figure 4.2). While syncretism and 

religious flexibility are long-rooted in the Northeast, the region, more so than any other in 

Brazil, is also well known for its religious fervor (Page 1995): in Pirambu, for example, 

even though many do not attend services on a regular basis, almost everyone identifies 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Reasons for this are hotly debated, and in the sections that follow I offer some of my 
own evidence for why evangelical churches have grown so rapidly throughout 
impoverished communities. For further examples, please see Burdick (1993), Page 
(1995), and Stoll (1991). 
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with a local church or religious group. Atheists – and even agnostics – are scarce, and 

those who identify as such regularly closet their views for fear of public ridicule.  

Research design 

 My research on the topic of religion in the favelas of Fortaleza is a project that 

began nearly ten years ago. In 2000 I undertook a month long investigation of evangelical 

and Pentecostal churches in Aerolândia, a favela community located in central Fortaleza, 

and in June of 2005 I was introduced to Pirambu while conducting research on agrarian 

reform in Ceará. By spending several months over the summers of 2005-2007 with a 

small family in Pirambu, I began to take an interest in the dynamics of governance within 

the community, questioning how social order was maintained in such a seemingly chaotic 

space. Needing more time in the field to answer my own questions, I returned to Pirambu 

over a period of six months in 2009, living with the same family and in the same 

neighborhood where I had stayed for several summers already. Findings and observations 

in this chapter come from research conducted during this nine-year period, a dataset that 

contains more than one hundred and fifty semi and unstructured interviews, fifteen focus 

group meetings, months of archival research, and roughly nine months spent living in the 

heart of Pirambu for participatory observation purposes. I attended over four-dozen 

religious services during this time, ranging from Catholic mass and evangelical sermons 

to Candomblé and Spiritist gatherings, and spoke with women and men, young and old, 

and leaders and followers of several churches (primarily) in Pirambu. As a site of 

analysis, Pirambu is a large and highly intricate research setting, and in an attempt to 

capture this complexity and do justice to my representation of its residents, in this chapter 
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I rely primarily upon my own personal observations and the direct quotes of research 

participants. 

Churches and the production of social order in Pirambu 

On the morning of February 27, 2009, Dom José Antônio Aparecido Tosi 

Marques, the archbishop of Fortaleza, announced the Catholic Church’s plans to initiate a 

“campaign for public security and peace” that, beginning immediately, would persist 

throughout the forty-day period of Lent. ‘Campaigns’ for social change are inaugurated 

each year by the regional archdiocese during Lent, and they represent just one of the 

ways that the Church is involved in the governance and regulation of social practice. 

Clergy members educate churchgoers on such issues as malnutrition, adult illiteracy, 

domestic violence, etc., and work to persuade Catholics to combat these problems in their 

communities, homes, relationships, and personal actions. During 2009, reports of violent 

crime had increased dramatically throughout the metropolitan region, and the Church’s 

campaign, in an attempt to address these escalating levels of violence, focused upon 

creating ‘security’ and ‘peace’ within communities all over the city. Beginning with the 

Catholic Church’s efforts to regulate individual practices, throughout this section I 

consider the spatial processes through which religion manages and disciplines individual 

bodies, and the governmentalized and self-policing effects this creates in communities 

like Pirambu.  

Though Fortaleza and the state of Ceará had recently enjoyed a remarkably 

peaceful Carnival celebration – where the number of reported homicides dropped by fifty 

percent from the previous year (twenty-three deaths in 2009, compared to forty-five over 
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the two day period in 2008; Rodrigues 2009) – homicides in the metropolitan region were 

up by more than thirty percent in 2009, and the city was on pace to eclipse what had 

already been a record-shattering year for violence in 2008 (1,043 total murders; Ribeiro 

2009). The tenets of the Church’s campaign, Archbishop Marques explained, were “to 

recognize” and address the very serious issues of violence confronting city residents, “to 

judge” those issues, their causes, and their potential solutions according to God’s will, 

and then “to act” upon that judgment in order to create a safer and more peaceful urban 

environment. As a decidedly straightforward example of how governmentality works, 

churchgoers were instructed to identify the social ills in their communities, to evaluate 

such problems according to a higher logic (i.e., God’s will), and to take appropriate 

action so that sound governance could prevail more broadly across urban space. By 

working within their own neighborhoods to open new dialogs and extend the efforts of 

public security personnel (police officers, municipal security guards, firefighters, etc.), 

Catholics would be encouraging the “security” of “families,” “communities,” “food,” and 

“human dignity” (Wanbergna 2009). 

 Speaking with leaders from the parish nearest to my residence in Pirambu three 

weeks after the archbishop’s announcement, however, I had yet to see any effect of the 

campaign in my own neighborhood: since Carnival, six people had already been gunned 

down within a half mile of where I was living. Curious to understand the Church’s role in 

processes of community security, I wondered how Catholics planned to operationalize the 

goals laid out by Archbishop Marques. “The Church has been very involved in the social 
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issues of this area for a long time,” explained Brother Viator,8 a monk who has lived and 

worked in the community for more than seventeen years. “The reason for the Church’s 

interest in these issues,” he said,  

comes from two things: for personal salvation and for the benefit of the 
community. Salvation of the soul is foundational to the Church and to 
Catholics, but salvation is also connected with a peaceful community. If 
you have one, you’re much more likely to have the other. So we work for 
both of these objectives. Now, in the past five years or so, the problems 
with violence and drugs and much more have amplified around here, and 
so this is what the fraternity of peace campaign has been created to 
address. To help people, and to lead them in God’s path, we have to 
combat the illnesses of the community as well. 

 
Brother Viator’s words are significant in that they not only reveal the Church’s role in 

working towards a more safe, healthy, and well-ordered environment, but that eternal 

salvation is also intertwined with specific socio-spatial contexts. In order to save 

individual souls, it is necessary to produce space that encourages certain practices and 

reflects religious piety. And in alignment with the ‘commonsensical’ logic that 

characterizes governmentality, parishioners learn that what is ‘best’ for the community is, 

in fact, what is also ‘best’ for themselves. The spatial milieu surrounding “God’s path” is 

not to be overlooked, according to Church leaders, and an orderly, sound, hygienic9 

community is one that promotes salvation and reflects God’s will.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Out of respect for confidentiality, the names of all those who participated in this 
research, unless they requested otherwise, have been changed. All conversations were 
held in Portuguese, and all subsequent translations are the work of the author. 
 
9 By “hygiene” I refer not only to the individual habits that maintain ‘clean’ bodies, but 
also to the broader conditions and general practices necessary for good health (e.g., codes 
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The Church’s efforts to instill security and social order are by no means a new 

religious objective (e.g., Foucault 2007), and while ties between the Church and the state 

are well documented in Brazil (Mainwaring 1986), it would certainly be inaccurate to 

conceptualize one as the mere ‘henchman’ of the other. Though both the state and the 

Church produce their own governing presences within neighborhoods like Pirambu, their 

strategies, quite often, do not coincide. In fact, according to Sister Philomena, a nun who 

has served the community of Pirambu for over forty years, the goals of state actors 

regularly run counter to the goals of Church leaders. “The police have a difficult job to do 

– of course – but they never show respect to anyone in the community. And many times 

you see them mistreating someone. And why? Nobody knows why. And then no one 

respects the police, or the law, and you can see what happens [as a result of that].” Worse 

yet, in her perspective, are elected officials: “Politicians will only do something if they 

can benefit from it. They only care about themselves. Do you have any idea how many 

promises I’ve heard? Really, they’re shameless!” Padre Jerome, head of the second 

largest parish in Pirambu, offered further insight into the relationship between the Church 

and state actors when I asked him about the community’s response to a large-scale urban 

development project that will directly affect thousands of pirambuenses:  

I have a very personal role in this issue, like an administrator between city 
hall and the people. I try to explain to the community what this project 
might bring, the consequences, because [those who want the project 
completed] never discuss all of the potential problems. And the people 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

of urban order, design, architecture, and policy that induce individual hygienic practices - 
for a more thorough investigation of this topic, please see Huxley 2007 and Outtes 2003). 
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[pirambuenses] are very divided, and the poor and uneducated suffer most 
because they’re more easily exploited. So this is what I try to do 
nowadays, to serve the needs of the people who are so often unable to help 
themselves. 

 
Padre Jerome’s description of his responsibility as an “administrator” perfectly illustrates 

the Church’s role as the good shepherd of the people: both innocent and naïve, members 

of the flock require guidance from a suitable authority in what is good and bad for them. 

During sermons, celebrations, confessions, baptisms, marriage counseling sessions, and 

so on, Padre Jerome and other Church leaders consistently orient and discipline the 

actions of churchgoers. Such practices are fundamental to ‘good’ governance, and 

characterize an important way that governmentality operates through religion to 

formulate hygienic populations and spaces.  

 Even more telling of how religion produces governmentality, however, are the 

ways that religious practices and spaces elicit specific performances and repeated actions 

from individual bodies. At mass, at home, and even in public space, the daily rituals that 

Catholic pirambuenses enact are grounded in embodied, corporeal relations of power 

(i.e., “biopower,” Foucault 2008). By going to mass, taking communion, genuflecting at 

the altar, confessing their sins to a priest, saying the rosary, repeating Hail Mary and Our 

Father prayers, having their children baptized, attending catechism and becoming 

confirmed, crossing themselves when they pass a Catholic church or cemetery, and 

abstaining from other, ‘unholy’ behaviors, bodies are repetitively disciplined in the ways 

of proper self-governance. Far from seeming oppressive to Catholics, according to my 

interviews, these routines provide a reassuring sense of comfort to many who often feel 
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unmoored by the chaotic, unpredictable events of daily life in Fortaleza. In a sense, they 

like to know what to expect – both from others and from themselves – and the Church is 

a stalwart provider of socio-spatial predictability. Religion and spiritual spaces (e.g., 

churches, parochial halls, monuments, monasteries and convents) produce greater 

intensities of governed behavior and self-policing, which, for pirambuenses and others 

who live in favela communities, are often quite appealing. Faithfully governmentalized 

spaces and bodily practices are more than just the byproducts of religious practice in 

Pirambu; they are in many ways desired outcomes for Church leaders and churchgoers 

alike. 

 While governmentality often manifests at higher intensities in and around sacred 

spaces (e.g., churches) in Pirambu, the capillary effects (Foucault 1980) of religious 

power are also observable elsewhere throughout the community. At moments when they 

are hopeful or thankful, pirambuenses, wherever they are, regularly become more pious 

(e.g., thanking God, praying to God, asking for/or giving a blessing), and a web of 

remindful, panoptic artifacts (in the form of religious iconography – e.g., a cross, a saint, 

a prayer, a Bible) adorn nearly every home, business, community center, school, hospital, 

etc., throughout Pirambu. Spiritual engagements produce governmentality at multiple 

sites in everyday space, as clergy members guide parishioners on codes of etiquette and 

social interaction (e.g., deciding which behaviors are acceptable and which ones are not), 

and individual corporeal practices – ranging from issues concerning tattoos and piercings 

to matters of sex, contraception, and abortion – are oriented by religious instruction. 

Personal relationships, particularly between individuals from different social groups, 
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become mediated by governmentalized protocol, and religion is fundamental for 

orchestrating the interactions between women and men, young and old, rich and poor, 

gay and straight, handicapped and able bodied, and so on. In fact, even more so than 

Catholics, the practices of evangelical pirambuenses evidence the ways religion produces 

governmentality in secular space. Unlike in the Catholic Church, evangelicals are often 

instructed to abstain entirely from popular activities such as dancing to secular music, 

participating in certain cultural events (e.g., Carnival and Dia das Bruxas – Halloween), 

consuming alcohol, and dressing in fashionable attire. What one does with one’s body is 

central to their faith, and for evangelicals in Pirambu, it is important to maintain specific 

governmentalized practices both inside and outside of religious spaces within the 

community.  

Evangelicals and the governance of daily practice 

 In what might, perhaps, appear to validate Foucault’s description of 

governmentality’s logic (i.e., as a desirable, rational set of truths and knowledges), a 

major reason for the growth of evangelical religions in Pirambu and other favelas may 

actually stem from the Catholic Church’s limited production of governmentality. During 

interviews and focus group discussions, evangelical converts regularly criticized the 

laxity of Catholic doctrine, complaining that Catholics simply went through a series of 

perfunctory motions once a week in mass and then sinned however much they wanted 

outside of the Church. Said Francisco, a thirty-one year old evangelical in Pirambu: 

Like almost everyone, I grew up Catholic. And my friends and I did 
whatever we wanted, you know, drinking, smoking, anything we liked. 
And then once in a while I went to confession and, there you go, that was 
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it. That was all you had to do. But God isn’t just watching you in 
confession or when you decide to go to church; He’s always watching 
what you do. But the Catholic Church isn’t concerned with that – for 
them, what you do outside the Church is your own business. And that’s 
why you see what you do around here [i.e., problems in the community]. 
Because people forget that God is always watching and that His path isn’t 
one that you walk only once in awhile. God expects you to follow His path 
everyday, and that’s what’s different about this church: we follow the 
word of God in everything we do, at all times. What God expects is 
written very clearly in the Bible, and that’s the only word we follow here 
[at this church]. And that, Jeff, is one of the major reasons why things are 
the way they are around here [i.e., disorderly]; most people are Catholic 
and the Catholic Church isn’t clear enough about the word of God and 
what you should and shouldn’t do.   

 
Like Francisco, countless evangelicals with whom I spoke blamed the social problems of 

their community upon (a perceived) widespread indifference to religious piety. At 

evangelical services, church leaders frequently addressed these issues (e.g., drug abuse, 

violence, prostitution), and the dangers and ways to avoid such behaviors regularly 

became the focus of religious sermons. What Francisco had said about “following God’s 

path” appeared to motivate many evangelicals who, in search of greater intensities of 

governmentality, had left the ‘ambiguous’ message of Catholicism for the more ‘precise’ 

one of their evangelical church.  

 Stories of conversion and the personal, familial, and community benefits of an 

evangelical lifestyle were always quick to surface in my conversations with evangelicals. 

Like Francisco, many respondents recounted how before their conversion they (or their 

friends) had suffered with problems of substance abuse, poor relations with their families 

and friends, domestic and urban violence, sexual ‘deviance,’ and so on. One young man 

credited his church for providing the structure and guidance he needed, saying, “God was 
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watching over me – if I hadn’t found this path, I wouldn’t still be alive.” I had heard such 

testaments several times before, but when he lifted up his shirt to reveal the scars of no 

less than five separate bullet wounds, the message became viscerally clear: religious 

practices, in the way they induce certain behaviors and oblige individuals to frequent 

certain spaces rather than others, are profoundly capable of affecting individuals and 

producing governmentalized bodies and spaces. By attending church services and 

participating in religious functions (e.g., bible study groups, music and choir activities, 

fundraising events), evangelicals in Pirambu effectively remove themselves from the 

danger and unpredictability of (secular) spaces elsewhere. Indeed, perhaps this helps to 

explain why evangelical services are so often held on Friday and Saturday nights in 

Pirambu and other favelas, as churchgoers are provided with a direct alternative to 

cavorting with non-evangelicals in the streets and bars of Fortaleza (i.e., bodies are 

anchored to specific, highly regulated spaces at the precise moments when they would be 

most likely to drift into other, less reputable ones). The spatio-temporal dimensions of 

governmentality are important for how social order becomes constituted, and processes of 

self-governance are directly tied to how and when individual bodies are disciplined.   

Following a small evangelical service in Pirambu one evening, I lingered 

afterward in the church to interview the pastor and give a quick electric guitar lesson to 

Oscar, a young man who had not taken his eye off the shiny instrument since he entered 

the church. Upbeat and amplified music, complete with guitars, bass, drums, and singing 

is quite common at evangelical gatherings all over Latin America, and for youthful 

churchgoers like Oscar, the opportunity to learn and play music with the church band 
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provides a strong incentive to frequent the church. The pastor’s sermon, in fact, had been 

oriented particularly towards young people that evening, and he had spent nearly an hour 

addressing the debauched and licentious “temptations” that young people often confront. 

There was nothing subtle in his efforts to institute socio-spatial order, as he reminded 

everyone in attendance that God was always watching – like a divine panoptic eye – and 

that they would not be able to escape judgment for their actions and behaviors. More than 

simply calling on churchgoers to practice self-discipline by attending and participating in 

religious services, he had cautioned those who might be unscrupulous in their daily 

practice outside the church in secular space. God’s gaze, the pastor warned, presences 

every moment and every space, and He is the only authority to which everyone must 

eventually answer. As a model for “the way in which one conducts the conduct of men 

[sic]” (Foucault 2008: 186), the sermon had been an exemplary performance of how 

governmentality can be produced very broadly through the practices and spaces of 

religion.  

During my interview with him, Pastor Marcos commented frequently upon his 

tactics, emphasizing his role as the caretaker of God’s “lambs” and the responsibility that 

was charged to him. “The only path to salvation is the path of Jesus Christ,” he insisted, 

“and I’ve been given the responsibility of showing people how to follow God’s plan. 

Sure, it’s rigorous, but I don’t think people accept Jesus into their hearts because they’re 

afraid – no, that’s not it – they do it because they feel His love and because they see how 

much better their life is when they follow His path.” Pastor Marcos’ description of the 
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church’s influence was unambiguous, and he went onto explain the dramatic effect that 

conversion often had upon the lives of individuals in Pirambu: 

Do you know how many [drug] rehabilitation centers there are in 
Fortaleza? Not one.10 The rehabilitation centers that exist in this city are 
the crente (non-Catholic Christian) churches, and that’s what saves 
people. There’s no better remedy than the love of Jesus Christ. And people 
see the changes in others, and the changes in themselves, and the miracle 
that faith brings. Even me! I used to be an alcoholic – really, I was a devil, 
and my wife and I separated, and I didn’t care what direction I was going. 
That was seventeen years ago, before I had found the true word of God, 
and now look how I am today. Salvation isn’t just about what happens to 
you when you die; my life got better, and I felt happier, the moment I put 
my life in God’s hands.  

 
More than just religious rhetoric, what Pastor Marcos’ words help to illuminate is the 

degree to which evangelicals in Fortaleza concern themselves with the management of 

everyday corporeal practice. By instructing churchgoers, for example, on how they 

should relate to one another (along with members of their community), what they may or 

may not consume, how they should dress, what activities they may engage in, and what 

constitutes appropriate music, entertainment, and leisure activity, the governance of 

bodies and space is achieved through the disciplined and self-policing efforts of 

individuals. Personal salvation remains the utmost priority for Christian pirambuenses 

(evangelicals and Catholics alike), and because of their endeavor to follow God’s plan 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 According to my own observations, Pastor Marcos’ comment regarding rehabilitation 
clinics in Fortaleza is not accurate. Though clinics are few, and in most cases they are 
privately funded, rehabilitation centers do, indeed, exist within the city. As a matter of 
fact, 4 Varas, a clinic that is well known throughout Fortaleza, lies right in the middle of 
Pirambu.	  
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and proselytize to others, religion has become central to governmentality in Pirambu and 

other communities like it. 

Considering religion, governmentality, and social (dis)order in urban space 

In a place like Pirambu, situated in the deeply spiritual northeast of Brazil, it is 

difficult to overstate religion’s presence in everyday life. Not only are religious spaces 

(e.g., churches) fundamental to organizational efforts and socio-infrastructural needs 

within the community (e.g., youth and adult education, poverty relief, healthcare), they 

also serve to orient, discipline, and manage the bodily practices of pirambuenses. In 

response to religious directives, community residents enact a host of performances in 

both private and public spaces (e.g., becoming baptized, going to confession, carrying 

their bibles, praying, proselytizing) while abstaining from other behaviors that their 

churches have prescribed against (e.g., certain illegal activities, alcohol abuse, illicit 

dancing, premarital sex, musical and cultural events). In order to expand the practice of 

such activities across space, thereby producing greater intensities of religiously affected 

social order, spiritually devoted pirambuenses self-police their own practice, seek out 

new converts to join their churches, and, through their gaze, patrol the conduct of existing 

church members as they move about the community. The “techniques and procedures 

designed to direct the behaviour of men [sic]” (Foucault 1991c: 154) are myriad in their 

application across bodies and space, and like ‘the state’ or ‘the economy’ – both crucial 

nodes around which governance becomes constituted – religion is fundamental to the 

production and maintenance of governmentality in Pirambu. 
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 Still, governmentality is never perfect or complete, and as such, religion is by no 

means a failsafe purveyor of governmentalized practices. Despite the increased number 

of churches in favela communities like Pirambu (when compared to, for example, more 

affluent neighborhoods), evidence of social disorder (in the form of crime, drug 

addiction, etc.) is rife and, in many cases, growing more obvious. As a telling sign for the 

seriousness of increasing violent crime in Fortaleza, the Catholic Church’s ‘campaign for 

public security and peace’ produced few observable results during Lent of 2009: by 

Easter, homicide rates – especially among juveniles – remained higher than ever. 

Increasing population numbers (particularly in communities on the periphery) and a 

surging crack cocaine trade may bear more of the blame than anything else for these 

record-setting figures, and despite the ongoing conquest for souls and pious governance 

in poor areas of Brazil (with major missionary efforts often funded by groups in the 

United States and elsewhere), highly dependable social order does not exist in many 

favela communities.  

 Explanations for social disorder in places like Pirambu are, in truth, not hard to 

come by. Though most favelas share a foundational history of collective action and 

shared responsibility, very few residents ever formally agree to a codified set of 

community guidelines or expectations. Tightly bound social networks and familial bonds 

may anchor the neighborhood’s original inhabitants, but as the community grows, these 

connections often lose momentum and seldom grow to include incoming residents. In 

Fortaleza, many favelados report that sentiments of cohesion and solidarity have withered 

over time in their communities, and that today, residents are much less ‘united’ than they 
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once were (Barreira 1998; Braga and Barreira 1991; Matos 1998). Moreover, rapid 

migration in and out of favela neighborhoods is quite common (Perlman 2006), and 

informal social contracts that bind communities together are frequently severed and 

disconnected as long(er)time residents move away. With a decreased material presence 

of the state apparatus in communities like Pirambu (in relation to more affluent areas – 

Goldstein 2003; O’Donnell 1993), social order, as it exists, is often informally produced 

and precariously maintained.  

 Though religious practices and institutions do, indeed, constitute significant 

governing presences in favela communities, reliable social order remains, for the most 

part, beyond the reach of spiritual leaders and devout churchgoers. In addition to shifting 

population tendencies, favela communities also suffer the effects of poverty and limited 

emergency response personnel (e.g., police officers, firefighters, medical technicians), 

and problems with theft, drug trafficking, gang activity, and violence characterize many 

neighborhoods like Pirambu in cities all over Latin America. In some cases, gangs and 

drug traffickers even rival the presiding authority of state actors and religious leaders, and 

social order within the community becomes organized around alternative and competing 

governing agents. While religious governmentality produces a multitude of observable 

effects across space in Pirambu, it is not, to be certain, a coercive or undivided mode of 

governance. “Where there is power,” writes Foucault, “there is resistance” (1990: 95), 

and as such, no space is ever entirely governmentalized. Social order is always 

incomplete, and despite the governmentality of religion and spirituality (and, for that 
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matter, the state apparatus as well – Garmany 2009), ‘undisciplined’ bodies and spaces 

still persist within favela communities throughout Brazil.  

Conclusions 

What Foucault pushes us to question, in the words of Gilles Deleuze, is not 

“‘What is power and where does it come from?’, but ‘How is it practised?’” (1988: 71). 

Both dynamic and explicitly material, such a perspective also provides considerable 

traction for understanding how power is deployed, resisted, affirmed, and contested 

through bodies and space. Rather than seeing politics and/or religion as sources of power, 

Foucault focuses upon the ways that ‘government,’ as the power to manipulate the 

conduct of others, operates through apparatuses of governance (the state, the Church, 

etc.) to produce ‘healthy’ and ‘well-ordered’ populations and landscapes. And to 

understand how government – or more accurately governmentality – manifests in urban 

environments like Pirambu (where the material presence of the state, in the form of 

schools, hospitals, municipal infrastructure, emergency response personnel, etc., is quite 

limited), one must account for the roles that religion and churches play within the 

community as apparatuses of governance. 

 Related to this are also questions regarding the processes by which 

governmentality is contested and undone. Despite the ways religion and spirituality work 

through space to produce multiple forms of social order, governance, in every instance, is 

always incomplete. The spatial relationships between moments of governmentality (“the 

‘ethical’, ‘spiritual’ and ‘political’” – Carrette 2000: 138) and disintegrating agents such 

as drugs, violence, and sexual desire have yet to be fully explored by geographers, and 
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investigations into the production/disruption of governance are important for 

understanding the always imperfect nature of governmentality. Such work could shed 

light upon not only the ‘slippages’ that invariably occur in governmentalized 

performances (e.g., the Catholic whose mind wanders to what they did last night while 

taking communion, the evangelical who cannot get the words to a ‘profane’ song out of 

his or her head, libidinal moments that arise during sermons on the sinfulness of 

extramarital desire), but also help to explain the way that ‘ordered’ landscapes and 

populations change over time. 

 Another trend of increasing interest to scholars is the ongoing growth of non-

Catholic Christian religions (evangelical, Pentecostal, Mormon, etc.) in Brazil, Latin 

America, and other areas around the world (e.g., Freston 2001; Gallaher 2007; Garrard-

Burnett and Stoll 1993). These churches, which range in size from the very small to the 

very large, have an especially uneven spatial distribution and can be found at much 

higher densities in low-income neighborhoods than they can in more affluent ones. One 

reason for this, as I suggested already, may be the strict codes of social conduct that these 

Christian religions demand from their followers: for those who have little financial means 

to negotiate very serious difficulties of social disorder (e.g., violence, crime, substance 

abuse), evangelical churches can help to provide a direct set of methods (along with a 

sense of security) for dealing with problems that are confronted on a daily basis. More 

directly, evangelical religions appear to produce higher intensities of governmentality 

that are very appealing to many favelados. 
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 This observation, however, offers only a partial explanation for Catholicism’s 

declining popularity in Brazil, a country that still has more Catholics than any other in the 

world. During my interviews with pirambuenses, respondents frequently commented 

upon what they perceived as a ‘loss of touch’ by the Church with several key issues. 

Where the Church once championed the needs of poor Brazilians, evangelicals and non-

practicing Catholics alike complained that the solutions currently offered by more 

conservative clergy members are insufficient. “In a place like this,” one woman in 

Pirambu fumed, “how can they honestly discourage the use of condoms! Really, we’ve 

got thirteen-year-olds having babies, cases of AIDS increasing all the time, and the 

Pope’s telling people it’s a sin to use contraceptives! That’s totally irresponsible!” 

Whereas evangelicals were often credited with meeting the social dilemmas of Pirambu 

head on (e.g., passing out condoms to the community despite their opposition to 

extramarital sexual relations), former and non-practicing Catholics often lamented what 

they saw as an ambiguous and indirect set of messages put forth by the Catholic Church. 

Receding membership numbers appear to reflect such concerns, and the Church’s 

popularity in Brazil has no doubt also suffered from several highly publicized scandals 

within the Church, a Eurocentric Vatican leadership, and the rise of social movements 

and political parties more attuned to the contemporary socio-cultural landscape of Brazil. 

Still also to be questioned by geographers are the ways that religion spatially 

mediates the relationship/s between individuals and (their) God/s. For example, on the 

one hand, in Catholic churches, the word of God is interpreted and disseminated by 

Church leaders, while on the other hand, in certain evangelical services, regular 
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churchgoers are sometimes believed to speak the word of God directly through their own 

mouths. Such differences are not arbitrary ones, and considering the ways that religion 

intercedes in spiritual and non-spiritual relationships through bodies and space is crucial 

for recognizing the ways that power works across populations and landscapes. Moreover, 

a geographic perspective is well suited for investigating the ways that individual 

subjectivities become constituted in and through religious spaces, along with accounting 

for the heterogeneous socio-spatial contexts that different spiritualities produce. 

Researchers have already made significant contributions concerning the interaction 

between religious performances and everyday space (Chivallon 2001; Gökariksel 2009; 

Hervieu-Léger 2002; Martin and Kryst 1998; Valins 2003), and by acknowledging the 

ways that ‘spiritual,’ ‘cultural,’ and ‘political’ moments spill over into one another, 

geographers are provided greater insight for untangling the highly contingent and always 

changing nature of social space.  

 Religion, as much as any other cultural practice, provides people with a way to 

make sense of the world. More than just a set of individual practices confined to bounded 

and discrete spaces, the geographies of religion impinge upon social, cultural, and 

political phenomena at an endless number of sites. Though researchers have begun to 

examine the interactions between religion and socio-spatial contexts, “understanding the 

power of religion,” to recall the words of Holloway and Valins, “remains a key arena for 

geographers to explore” (2002: 6). In this chapter I have endeavored to heed this call, 

considering the ways religion, power, and governance intersect in contemporary urban 

landscapes. By exploring the ways religion works to engender governmentalized 
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practices and spaces, my goal has been to broaden the scope and application of 

Foucault’s notion of governmentality in order to explain how social order is constituted 

in a community like Pirambu. If geographers and social scientists are to continue to make 

progress in their research of social and spatial relationships, then religion and spirituality 

– and the ways they influence and are influenced by relations of power – cannot be 

overlooked in their roles of shaping both landscape and place.  
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Figures – Chapter Four 
 

Fig. 4.1: A Catholic Church in Pirambu. 
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Fig. 4.2: A Non-Catholic Christian church in Pirambu. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DRUGS, VIOLENCE, FEAR, AND DEATH: THE NECRO AND NARCO-
GEOGRAPHIES OF CONTEMPORARY URBAN SPACE 

 
Introduction 

When asked by reporters how she was able to save her youngest child, five-year-

old Roberto,1 and flee such a nightmarish home invasion, Maria was still so traumatized, 

so visibly broken, she could offer only the briefest of explanations: “I ran,” she said 

vacantly, tears still running down her face. “I hid the boy and I ran out the back.” 

Crowded near the side entrance of a public hospital in the late evening, some of the 

reporters pushed inward, questioning Maria for more details of her harrowing escape. 

Though residents in the northeastern Brazilian city of Fortaleza have grown accustomed 

to increasing levels of violence in recent years, the terror Maria had confronted was such 

that, for a few brief days in May of 2009, the city was sickened by the details of her story. 

With three people dead and three others injured, local media outlets simply referred to the 

afternoon’s events as “the massacre.”2  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For purposes of confidentiality, the names of all those in Fortaleza have been changed 
throughout this chapter.	  
2	  Unless otherwise noted, accounts of events in this chapter come from firsthand 
interviews and the author’s personal experience from living in the community of 
Pirambu.	  
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2009 had already been a difficult year for Maria. A mother and housewife living 

in Pirambu,3 Fortaleza’s largest favela community (urban slum), she had recently lost her 

husband, Renato, in December of 2008. Renato was a police officer, and by all local 

accounts an honest and friendly one, who had been shot and killed while responding to a 

robbery on Christmas Eve. Now widowed at age thirty-three, Maria had three young boys 

to care for all on her own. Still, few are the residents of Pirambu who are not close with 

members of their extended family, and Maria’s mother-in-law, Dona Teresa, lived nearby 

and helped often with the children. And the two women got along, and they supported 

one another in their grief. By May, the family was beginning to recover, and Maria, eager 

to celebrate, organized a party at Dona Teresa’s house to surprise her mother-in-law on 

her birthday. She brought her children, gathered relatives and friends, and baked a cake in 

the little kitchen. And she invited Renato’s brother, Pedro, Dona Teresa’s other son.  

Though close in age and appearance, Pedro and Renato shared little else in 

common. They had never been especially friendly with one another, and their relationship 

only soured as they grew older: while Renato pursued a career as a police officer, Pedro 

became a crook. In fact, in a strange twist of irony, on the same day that Renato was 

gunned down, Pedro was released from prison.4 Rumored to be a drug dealer and a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Throughout this chapter I refer often to the community of Pirambu. The greater Pirambu 
area is actually made up of several smaller neighborhoods (see Figure 1.3), and for 
reasons of confidentiality, I withhold the specific location of events and of the 
neighborhood where I lived and worked while in the field.	  
4 According to Brazilian federal law 4.904 – more commonly referred to as indulto de 
Natal (the Christmas pardon) – incarcerated persons may be conditionally released, 
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snitch, Pedro knew he had far more enemies than he did friends in Pirambu, and since his 

release, he spent most of his time walled up inside his mother’s house. For Maria to have 

not invited Pedro would not only have been rude, it would have been nearly impossible; 

he was almost always lingering about at Dona Teresa’s. 

 But at 6:30 in the evening, neither Pedro nor Dona Teresa had yet to arrive at the 

birthday party. Sitting in the living room waiting to surprise her were five of Dona 

Teresa’s grandchildren (including Maria’s three sons), her nephew, a friend of the family, 

and Maria. Tired of waiting, with kids anxious and hungry, Maria finally took the 

youngest one, Roberto, into the kitchen for something to eat. As she later remembered, 

Maria was peering into the refrigerator when she heard footsteps at the doorway, and 

presuming that Dona Teresa had finally arrived she jumped quickly to surprise her.  

 Entering the house, however, were not Dona Teresa or even her son Pedro. 

Wearing motorcycle helmets to disguise their identity, two men hurried through the 

doorway, both armed with nine-millimeter pistols. And before Maria could realize that 

something was amiss – even before she had time to shut the refrigerator door – they 

opened fire on everyone in the living room. Not understanding what was happening, as 

she later recounted, Maria looked around the corner from the kitchen into the living 

room. “All I could see were guns and people and blood. I wanted to scream ‘Stop!’ but I 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

provided that they meet certain criteria laid out by the law, for a short period over the 
Christmas holiday. Pedro was one among hundreds of prisoners released on Christmas 
Eve in 2008 in Fortaleza, and like several others, he never returned to resume his 
sentence.	  
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couldn’t take a breath. I panicked and I looked down at Robertinho (little Roberto).” As 

she told her friends days after the event, Maria felt suddenly compelled, “surely by the 

help of God,” and she grabbed her youngest son and ran for the bedroom that split off 

from entrance to the kitchen. They made it, and once inside, she knew it was only a 

matter of seconds before the gunman would discover them both. So she bundled Roberto 

beneath the bed (the space was too small for an adult, let alone both of them) and she 

looked towards the doorway, preparing herself to see the killers walk in. And it was at 

that very moment, she said, that she noticed the open window in the bedroom. The same 

force that had guided her and Roberto into the bedroom now pushed her toward the 

window, over the ledge, and out into the little yard behind the house. Once outside, she 

faced seven-foot high walls all around her, so she used a plastic chair to climb upward, 

then rolled over the top of the wall, and collapsed into the laundry basin of her neighbor’s 

house. The sound of gunfire let up, and her neighbors came quickly to help her. All Maria 

could remember was asking for someone to call the police. And someone did, but before 

the call had even been completed, the gunmen left the house, boarded their motorcycle, 

and sped away. Then, as Maria described it, everything became very quiet. 

 Though no one can say with absolute certainty, it is believed that the gunman 

came looking for Pedro because of his involvement with the local drug trade. They were 

never caught, and in Pirambu, even if someone might have a tip for the police, they are 

unlikely to report it. That would simply be too dangerous. But the brutality of “the 

massacre” that afternoon was difficult for anyone to make sense of. When Maria 
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reentered the house she found four people still alive: her two nieces, ages seventeen and 

twelve (one shot in the abdomen and the other the leg), Luís, a longtime family friend, 

age twenty-six (shot in the chest), and Roberto, still hidden, untouched, beneath the bed 

where she had left him. Her cousin, however, age twenty-four, and her other two sons, 

ages eleven and eight, were dead. Each of them had been shot multiple times, and they 

died before receiving medical attention. As she faced reporters on the steps of the 

hospital much later that evening, Maria’s agony seemed too cruel for anyone to endure: 

in a period of less than five months, bullets had taken the lives of her husband and two of 

her young children. She seemed lifeless, her tears gleaming in the light of the television 

cameras. Two women, one of them Dona Teresa, stood at her side, supporting her and 

holding her upright. Even the reporters appeared shaken, and they soon backed off, 

leaving Maria and what was left of her family in the dim florescent light of the hospital’s 

side entrance. Though “the massacre” marked one of the more truly heinous acts that 

anyone in Pirambu could remember, Maria, sadly, was by no means alone in her tragedy: 

violence had been increasing rapidly since 2008, and with crack cocaine on the rise in 

Fortaleza, drugs and homicides had already begun to profoundly change and reformulate 

the community of Pirambu. 

Death, violence, and drugs in contemporary urban space 

Death is a difficult subject for urban geographers to traverse. Though researchers 

have regularly correlated death rates to differential patterns of urban growth (Holloway 

and McNulty 2003; Horvath 2004), migration and population shifts (Woods 2000; 
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Harries 2004), health indices (Harris and Mercier 2005; Mercier 2006) urban security 

(Vanderschueren 1996; Winton 2004), and so on, few geographers have begun to unravel 

the ways that death (and in particular, acts of homicide) works to formulate and 

restructure space in urban environments. More specifically, urban geographers have 

tended to focus upon the influence that socio-spatial structures and practices hold over 

patterns of death, and not how death, as an event capable of producing visceral 

emotionalities, fear, and a host of new behaviors, induces change and profoundly alters 

urban socio-spatial contexts (i.e., the spaces of the living).5 Among those who have 

pushed geographic debates by trying to understand the myriad spatial effects that acts of 

homicide produce – and in particular, the ways that fear transforms communities (Smith 

1986, 1987; Warf and Waddell 2002; Wright 2004, 2006) – Cathy McIlwaine and 

Caroline Moser (2007 – see also McIlwaine 1999; Moser and McIlwaine 2001, 2004) and 

Dennis Rodgers (2004, 2006, 2007) stand out in their efforts to illustrate the ways that 

violence and death are not only the result of certain socio-spatial behaviors, but also play 

a pivotal role in constituting new spaces and practices. The roles of urban violence and 

illegal drugs are central to this debate, and in the remaining paragraphs of this section, I 

consider a focused collection of published works on these topics in order to orient my 

investigation into the necro and narco-geographies of urban space and, in particular, the 

community of Pirambu. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Though situated in rural Pernambuco (northeastern Brazil), Nancy Scheper-Hughes 
(1992) provides a heartbreaking case study of the ways that death can alter (and even 
shatter) the deeply emotional, everyday practices of mothering and child-care.	  
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 Studies of violence and its relationship to urban landscapes have a long history in 

the social sciences (Davis 1990; Vanderschueren 1996; Caldeira 2000; Holloway and 

McNulty 2003; Harries 2004; Winton 2004; Koonings and Kruijt 2007). In recent years, 

researchers have come to offer increasingly nuanced investigations of urban violence, 

questioning how, for example, women are affected differently from threats of daily 

violence than men are (Smith 1986, 1987; Valentine 1989, 1992; Pain 1992, 2001; Pain 

and Townshend 2002; Wright 2004, 2006), and the often overlooked ways that violence 

(dis)organizes space in cities of the ‘developing world’ (Walton 1977; Gaviria and Pages 

1999; Rodgers 2004, 2006, 2007; Leeds 2007). In the case of Brazil, explorations of 

urban violence often highlight the extremely uneven patterns of urban growth that 

characterize so many Brazilian cities (e.g., Caldeira and Holston 1999; Huggins 2000; 

Ceccato et al. 2007 – see also Koonings and Kruijt 2007), but as McIlwaine and Moser 

(2007) note, such accounts also tend to focus overwhelmingly upon the experiences of 

elites, privileging their perceptions over the millions who live in poor communities.  

The experiences of poor people, according to McIlwaine and Moser, though they 

are often central to narratives of urban violence and insecurity, are regularly ignored in 

analyses of crime and urban safety. Crucial for understanding the particularities of 

uneven urban development, violence and insecurity in poor communities “has important 

spatial implications for the poor both in terms of how they conduct their daily lives and in 

their physical marginalization in purportedly violent communities. Again, this challenges 

existing research, which tends to focus exclusively on how the elite manage and 
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manipulate public space in cities” (2007: 118). Such perspectives are important not only 

for considering the relationships between the urban poor and public space, they argue, but 

also for recognizing changing processes of urban growth in regions like Latin America. 

As cities in countries like Brazil come to be characterized more and more by sprawling 

urban impoverishment – e.g., notes Mike Davis, nearly forty percent of Brazil’s total 

urban population now lives in favelas (2006: 24-25) – understanding the antecedents and 

effects of violence (e.g., fear) in communities like Pirambu is becoming increasingly 

important for urban geographers concerned with space and social change in cities around 

the world.  

 In addition to seeing how the unequal integration of poor people into patterns of 

urban development are, indeed, important for understanding growing levels of violent 

crime, so too are the “perversely integrative” (Zaluar 2004) tendencies that drug 

economies provoke in communities like Pirambu. According to Alba Zaluar (2004 – see 

also 1994), drug trafficking and other illegal activities offer many favelados (favela 

dwellers) the greatest potential for material gain, and thus the urban poor, in 

impoverished areas all over Latin America, become “perversely” integrated into broader 

capitalist markets. Beyond simply offering a descriptive account of narco-trafficking and 

drug use in poor neighborhoods, Zaluar and other researchers (e.g., Bourgois 1995; 

Bromley and Nelson 2002; Dowdney 2003; Standing 2003; Arias 2004; Clarke 2006; 

Lum 2008) have helped in recent years to complicate more traditional narratives about 

the ways poverty, crime, and drugs intersect in urban space. By questioning the spatial 
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relationships between drug use, drug transport, and drug enforcement strategies, 

geographers have also begun to contribute to these debates (McDonald 2005; Punch 

2005; Del Casino 2007; Vilalta 2010), showing the interrelated effects that drugs and 

drug users can have upon space and place contexts (and vice-versa).  

Building upon the work of Zaluar and others, the ethnographic accounts of several 

anthropologists (Leeds 1996; Mafra 1998; Goldstein 2003; Gay 2005; Arias 2006) 

illustrate how drug economies may actually bind favela communities together in certain 

instances. Far from serving as a purely disintegrating force, drugs and drug dealers can, 

in some cases, facilitate socio-spatial cohesion. And while few would argue that in the 

long term the positive effects of drug markets outweigh the negative ones in communities 

like Pirambu, write Alex Stevens et al., with the exception of crack cocaine, homicide 

figures in urban areas do not show any “direct correlation to the presence of drug 

markets” (2009: 2). Though heightened levels of crime (theft in particular) are likely to 

accompany increasing drug use, most drugs cannot be linked directly to murder. Most 

drugs, however, are not to blame for growing trends of violent crime in Pirambu and 

other impoverished areas like it: the prevalence of crack cocaine in Latin American cities 

has exploded in recent years, and with it have come new landscapes of fractured, still 

evolving urban geographies.  

 According to Sharon Boles and Karen Miotto, whereas “large doses of [regular] 

cocaine [are necessary to] produce violent outbursts in certain individuals,” crack cocaine 

is much more potent, and even in small doses the “rapid onset and offset of its effects” 
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causes “greater levels of irritability and aggressiveness.” Frequently linked to incidents of 

violent crime, “crack-related violence is also systemic, relating to battles among crack 

dealers for turf and market share as well as disputes between crack dealers and users” 

(2003: 167). Such problems are especially pronounced in cities throughout Latin America 

and the developing world, where state actors are ill prepared to combat rising crack 

epidemics. While few ethnographic studies exist to document how crack alters the 

environments of poor communities in cities of the global south, the work of Dennis 

Rodgers is an exception, providing a revealing analysis of the drug’s effects upon an 

impoverished community in urban Nicaragua. Throughout the course of his fieldwork in 

Barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, a poor neighborhood in the capital city of Managua, 

Rodgers noted a strong connection between growing levels of community-level violence 

and “the neurological effects of crack consumption. Crack enhances aggressiveness,” he 

writes, “and makes individuals less predictable.” In fact, Rodgers notes, “everybody I 

talked to in Barrio Luis Fanor Hernández told me without exception that insecurity had 

worsened since the emergence of crack, and in particular that there had been an increase 

in brutal robberies, assaults and common delinquency” (2007: 80-81). 

 Returning full circle to Pirambu, the effects of unequal urban development and 

the growing prevalence of crack cocaine within the community may, indeed, help to 

untangle some of the causes leading up to “the massacre” of 2009. Nevertheless, this 

approach still queries the ways that space and social practice culminate in acts of violence 

rather than investigating how violence and fear reconfigure spatial contexts by informing, 
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altering, and reformulating social practices. Violence and death, quite sadly, are 

becoming increasingly significant to the “production” of space (Lefebvre 1991) in 

communities like Pirambu. For geographers, recognizing how such acts are immanent to 

urban socio-spatial contexts is critical for examining community change and 

interconnected processes of urban growth. Drawing once again from McIlwaine and 

Moser, 

Beyond some in-depth ethnographic accounts of violence in low-income 
communities (Auyero 2000, on Argentina), statistical analyses based on 
homicide figures that show concentrations in poor areas (Barata et al. 
1998, on Brazil), or media repots that consistently misrepresent the 
incidence of violence everywhere (Dammert and Malone 2003, on Chile), 
however, little is known about the actual nature of violence among the 
poor in cities. It is this ignorance which has led to the stereotyping of the 
urban poor as harbingers of violence, and their communities as hotbeds of 
conflict (2007: 118). 

   
In an attempt to address “this ignorance,” throughout this chapter I unpack multiple 

narratives of daily violence in Pirambu in order to interrogate the relationships between 

death, drugs, violence, and urban space. To be sure, not all drugs affect bodies or space in 

the same manner, and to better understand processes of urban violence in poor 

communities I argue that greater nuance is needed for the study of ‘drug economies.’ 

Homicide, unfortunately, is also central to this debate, and by exploring how events such 

as “the massacre” alter and reconstitute space in places like Pirambu, my goal is to show 

the necessity for spatial analytics that account for fear, violence, and death in 

impoverished urban areas. If geographers are to continue to make sense of emerging 
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cityscapes around the world, then urban geographic approaches must be adapted in order 

to capture new complexities within contemporary urban space.  

Fortaleza and the community of Pirambu 

 Situated by the seaside along the northwest periphery of Fortaleza (see Figure 

1.3), Pirambu’s attractive geographic location has, for decades, been both a blessing and 

burden for community residents. Long inhabited by families of fisherfolk, Pirambu’s 

population increased significantly during the 1930s and ‘40s as squatter settlements of 

working and lower-class families sprouted throughout the area. Combined with 

Pirambu’s ocean-side location was its proximity to the city’s centro, and the community 

expanded rapidly over the ensuing decades as squatter migrants from drought-stricken 

agricultural regions and other parts of the metropolitan area continued to pour in. Though 

the neighborhoods that make up the greater Pirambu area were formally incorporated into 

the municipality of Fortaleza in 1962 (Costa, 1999), many residents still live in poverty 

and the area has never lost its stigma of destitution.6 Moreover, in a blatant display of 

environmental discrimination, the ocean’s tidal currents sweep much of the city’s sewage 

and marine pollution northwestwardly, imperiling fisher families and would-be 

beachgoers all along Pirambu’s coastline.  

With a total population of well over 100,000, Pirambu is, today, one of Latin 

America’s largest favela communities. Known for its deep-rooted history of collective 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Unless otherwise noted, data pertaining to Pirambu and the metropolitan region of 
Fortaleza come from a collection of field notes and semi-structured interviews collected 
as part of the author’s fieldwork between 2005-2010. 
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mobilization, Pirambu shares in a tradition of political activism and cultural expression 

that characterizes several of Fortaleza’s more established favela neighborhoods (Barreira 

1998; Matos 1998; Cabanes 2002; Gondim 2004). When compared to favelas studied by 

scholarly researchers elsewhere in Brazil, however – and in particular, favelas in Rio de 

Janeiro, from where an overwhelming majority of published accounts have come (e.g., 

Gay 1994; Mafra 1998; Dowdney 2003; Arias 2006) – Pirambu, historically, is 

distinguished by two important factors: rates of community level violence are decidedly 

lower in comparison to oft-cited cases from Rio de Janeiro and, unlike those same 

(in)famous examples, Pirambu is not under the total command of drug dealers or 

organized crime. In contrast to the favelas that capture headlines in Rio, the state does 

bear a recognizable presence (e.g., in the form of emergency response personnel) – albeit 

at a very low intensity – within the neighborhoods of Pirambu (Garmany 2009). 

Questions of personal safety and criminal activity are understandably concerning to many 

pirambuenses (residents of Pirambu), but the community, like an overwhelming majority 

of Brazilian favelas (e.g., Braga and Barreira 1991; Fernandes 2005; Holston 2008), is 

not completely devoid of state actors or resources (i.e., police officers, schools, public 

works, etc.).  

The research for this chapter was collected between the years of 2005-2010 as 

part of the author’s fieldwork. During this six-year period I made five extended visits to 

Pirambu, the longest of which lasted for six months during the first half of 2009. In order 

to more fully embed myself within the community, I lived with a small family, for the 
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duration of each visit, directly in the heart of Pirambu. Round-the-clock participatory 

observation techniques were crucial to my research design, as were bibliographic and 

archival resources available in Fortaleza. My primary dataset for this research includes 

several semi and unstructured interviews (n = 130), focus groups (n = 8), and personal 

observations documented in my fieldnotes. Investigating the spatialities of violence, 

drugs, and death were never intended as part of my analysis, but, especially by the early 

part of 2009, I could no longer ignore their growing presence within the community. By 

considering a series of economic and social changes that have reshaped the Fortaleza 

metropolitan region over the past two decades, and reflecting upon the spatial 

relationships between those changes and shifting patterns of violence within the 

community of Pirambu, in the remaining sections of this chapter I offer a glimpse into the 

underlying roles of drugs, violence, and death in the production of everyday urban space.  

Crack cocaine and the city of Fortaleza   

 Unlike in American cities, where crack cocaine contributed to rising levels of 

violent crime most prominently during the 1980s (Grogger and Willis 2000), it was not 

until fairly recently that Fortaleza and several other Latin American cities confronted the 

drug on an ‘epidemic’ scale. With meager levels of economic growth and a notoriously 

drought-ridden agricultural setting, Fortaleza, historically, has had neither the market, for 

exchange, or the environment, for production, of an especially lucrative illicit drugs trade 

(Garmany 2011). Moreover, under the authoritative rule of Brazil’s military dictatorship 

between 1964 and 1985, state police forces were modestly effective in discouraging the 
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spread of drug economies in cities like Fortaleza. In the 1990s, however, as city and state 

officials increasingly looked to tourism to spark the local economy (Gondim 2004), 

foreign money and investors spilled into the region with little governmental regulation. 

Known for its tropical climate and high levels of poverty, Fortaleza headed a host of 

cities throughout northeastern Brazil that saw a spike in juvenile prostitution. Consumers 

of this market, perhaps not surprisingly, also drove an increased demand for illegal drugs, 

and by the end of the 1990s, the consumer base for cocaine in Fortaleza had expanded 

dramatically. Though tourism has incontrovertibly propelled Fortaleza’s economy into 

the twenty-first-century, many residents now lament how venues that cater to an 

overwhelmingly (foreign/single) male clientele have significantly altered the city’s 

entertainment landscape. 

 According to local law enforcement, however, the surge that Fortaleza is currently 

experiencing in crack cocaine’s production, sale, and consumption is tied most directly to 

other, more recent developments in the global drug trade: Nigerian cartels now control a 

large share of the cocaine exported from South America, and within the last five years, 

they have made Fortaleza one of their primary ‘hubs’ in a commodity chain that links 

growers in Bolivia and Colombia to sellers in Africa and Europe. Much of the cocaine 

that leaves Brazil now ships directly to Lisbon, where it is then redirected on routes often 

leading to Amsterdam or Johannesburg. With its (relatively) proximate location to 

Portugal and limited narcotics enforcement personnel (in comparison to Rio and São 

Paulo), Fortaleza has grown more attractive to international drug traffickers. This linkage 
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has produced a growing surplus of cocaine on the streets of Fortaleza, and local 

traffickers, faced with limited demand for a (relatively) expensive commodity, have 

adapted by turning cocaine into crack (a much cheaper, more highly addictive form of the 

drug) and selling it to a widespread, lower-class consumer base (Ribeiro 2009). This 

trend grew noticeably worse in 2008 – when the American and then the global economy 

began to slump – as foreign tourism dipped in Brazil and other countries like it. To 

compensate for declining cocaine markets, dealers in Fortaleza increased their production 

and sale of crack in the city. According to local investigators, this emergent crack 

economy has fueled skyrocketing levels of violence in Fortaleza, where homicide 

numbers have nearly doubled in just three years (766 murders in 2006 compared to 1,417 

murders in 2009 – Ribeiro 2010a). 

 Today, nowhere are the effects of crack more obvious than in Pirambu and other 

impoverished communities along Fortaleza’s periphery. While gangs, drug dealers, and 

drug users have long inhabited communities like Pirambu, crack exemplifies – in both the 

ways it alters the bodies of those who consume it as well as the relationships between 

sellers, buyers, and community residents – how different drugs produce varying effects 

across space. To say that, today, ‘drugs’ are more of a problem than ever before in 

Pirambu (and, for that matter, communities like it all over the world) would be, at best, to 

overly generalize the situation. Pirambu has, for a long time, struggled with problems 

related to drugs and illegal activity, yet with crack, the community has undergone a 

profound metamorphosis. To begin, crack is both physically debilitating and intensely 
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addictive, often leaving users cripplingly dependent upon the drug yet with little means to 

support their addiction (i.e., a reliable source of income7). When compared to users of 

other drugs, such as marijuana, crack addicts are much more likely to commit violent acts 

in order to support their drug habit, thereby increasing levels of fear and insecurity in the 

communities they inhabit (Stevens et al. 2009). In fact, so addicting is crack that not only 

will users sometimes engage in acts of theft and prostitution in order to obtain it, they 

will also indebt themselves to sellers even when they have no foreseeable means to pay 

for their drugs. Dozens of crack addicts are murdered each month by dealers in Fortaleza 

who have grown tired of waiting for overdue payments, and their bodies are often 

mutilated, sometimes with an ear cut off, to threaten would-be delinquent buyers. With 

few public rehabilitation centers available to poorer addicts, and law enforcement 

personnel who are largely indifferent to the fates of lower-class drug users, homicides in 

communities like Pirambu have soared in the past three years due to the retaliatory acts of 

unpaid crack dealers. 

 In addition to these ills, conflicts between traffickers competing for territory and 

market share in favelas have also escalated. Assassinations between rivals are not 

uncommon, and often caught in the crossfire of these battles are neighborhood residents. 

Today, in Pirambu, innocent bystanders (in particular children and the elderly) are 

wounded – and sometimes killed – on nearly a weekly basis by stray gunfire. These sorts 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 According to Marco Antonio Soalheiro (2009), well over half of Brazil’s crack addicts 
are unemployed. 
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of events significantly alter perceptions of space within the community, affecting how 

people move about their neighborhoods, what time of day they will or will not leave their 

homes, the spaces they frequent, certain streets or landmarks they tend to avoid, and so 

on. According to Rachel Pain, such fears produce intense emotional reactions that 

“always have social meaning” and constitute “a range of positive and negative effects on 

social and spatial relations” (2009: 467). In the places where someone has been killed, for 

example, it is not uncommon for residents to leave behind informal memorials or shrines 

(evidenced by flowers, pictures, teddy bears, etc.) to remember the victim(s) – and the 

event – and the danger in that space. The places where crack is sold in Pirambu are also 

especially troubling for those who live nearby, as they and their families confront the 

effects of the drug trade on a daily basis. Owing to a dark sense of humor, some 

pirambuenses refer to crack addicts as “the living dead” (“os mortos-vivos”) because of 

the zombie-like appearance they affect as they slog about the favela during all hours of 

the day. So acknowledged are the changes that crack has wrought upon the socio-

spatialities of Pirambu that, in March of 2009, when authorities apprehended over three 

kilos (nearly seven pounds) of crack from two community residents – to date, the largest 

amount ever recovered by police in Fortaleza (Vasquez 2009) – the news generated very 

little response from those living in the area: three kilos (with an estimated street value of 

roughly $20,000 reais, equal to approximately $8,500 dollars), according to most, was 

only the tip of a much larger problem still present in the community.   
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 Perhaps no group is more embattled in their relationship with crack, today, than 

are young people in impoverished urban areas like Pirambu. Speaking about the problems 

the drug has created in Brazil on a nationwide scale, Cid Gomes, the governor of Ceará, 

noted that children are especially vulnerable because traffickers frequently target them in 

order to expand their consumer base. Homicide numbers in Fortaleza during 2009 clearly 

reflected this trend, where the murder rate for adolescents increased more dramatically 

than any other age group in the Fortaleza metropolitan region (Ribeiro 2010b). Indeed, 

police data collected in Pirambu show that young people are heavily involved in both the 

use and transport of crack, and according to arrest reports, those most often apprehended 

with the drug are children between the ages of eleven and twenty years old. By February 

of 2009, the effects of crack upon bodies and space in Pirambu had grown such that 

Barbosa Filho, a municipal administrator in Fortaleza, pleaded to elected officials in City 

Hall that crack was threatening to “destroy” the youth of Pirambu (Neto 2009). Capable 

of profoundly altering socio-spatial contexts, crack has become a central feature of 

changing community landscapes: for millions around the world who live in areas like 

Pirambu, the role of crack cocaine is pivotal to the daily practices and 

(under)development of urban space. Nearly everyone is affected by the drug in Pirambu, 

and in the penultimate section of this chapter I illustrate how beyond just a mere 

‘symptom’ of larger social, political, and economic forces, crack, with its physiological 

and far-reaching contingent effects, is at the core of spatial change in dozens (if not 

hundreds) of cities throughout the world.  
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Community change in the wake of drugs, violence, and death 

 In May, when reports of “the massacre” in Pirambu captured Fortaleza’s attention 

for a short while, it was not, sadly enough, the first time in 2009 that violence within the 

community had lead the headlines of local news media outlets. So frequent have 

homicides become in the Fortaleza metropolitan region that, unless they are unusual or 

particularly heinous in some way, journalists are unlikely to dwell on them. But in 

February of 2009, when an eight-month-old baby was shot in the head and killed on the 

streets of Pirambu, the community, for a short while, was thrust into the local media 

spotlight. Tragic on so many levels, what the event came to symbolize was no matter how 

‘innocent’ community bystanders may be, no one in Fortaleza’s lower and working-class 

neighborhoods is safe from the city’s escalating and indiscriminately lethal trends of 

urban violence. 

 Baby Gilberto was born on June 2, 2008. For his mother, sixteen-years-old, and 

his father, twenty-two, news of the pregnancy came as a “surprise.” Neither one of them 

had finished high school, both of them still lived at home with their parents, and only 

Marcelo, Gilberto’s father, was formally employed (he worked at a nearby gas station). 

For Gilberto’s mother, Joana, already from a fragmented household, caring for her baby 

required the help of an extended network of family and friends throughout the 

neighborhood. But Gilberto was blessed with unusual charisma, and so adored was he 

that Joana rarely had trouble finding someone to take care of him. Raised in the arms of 

dozens of doting pirambuenses, Gilberto’s bright smile and good-natured charm endeared 
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him even to Joana’s harshest critics, who, knowing firsthand the difficulties that await 

teenage mothers in Pirambu, had been furious with her for getting pregnant.    

 On the night of February 12, 2009, the little family sat on the steps in front of 

Marcelo’s mother’s house (see Figure 5.1). Though the relationship between Joana and 

Marcelo had been strained ever since the birth of their baby, on that evening they sat side 

by side, chatting, while Gilberto lay asleep in his father’s lap. Suddenly, from around the 

corner a few houses away, there came the sound of yelling voices. Someone gave a sharp, 

piercing whistle, and panic rippled through those standing about in the street. Gunshots 

were fired, and two young men came running from around the corner, chased by two 

others who continued to fire on them as they fled. All four raced past the house where 

Joana, Marcelo, and Gilberto sat, and within seconds they vanished into the winding 

streets and alleyways of the favela. Traumatized, those out in the street and in front of 

their homes began to gather themselves, and Marcelo clutched Gilberto, cradling the 

crying baby in his arms. And it was then, Marcelo said later, that he noticed his hands 

were covered in blood. 

 A “lost bullet,” as Brazilians often call them, had struck Gilberto in the head. 

Knowing the unlikelihood that an ambulance would respond to a call in Pirambu so late 

in the evening, Marcelo wrapped Gilberto in his t-shirt, Joana pleaded with a taxicab 

driver for a ride, and they rushed with him to Fortaleza’s largest public hospital. The boy 

was still alive when they reached the emergency room, but he had lost a lot of blood and 

the wound loomed massively on the right side of his head. Doctors operated, but with 
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such an injury there was little they could do, and in the early morning hours of February 

13, Gilberto died. Images of Joana in the lobby of the hospital, hysterical and covered in 

Gilberto’s blood, were soon broadcast throughout the metropolitan region. Those who 

commented on the story were appalled to hear of such a monstrous event, and as the city 

absorbed the shock of Joana’s grief, local politicians seized the opportunity to blame 

Gilberto’s death on the negligence of City Hall and their political rivals. Still, no arrests 

were ever made in the case, and within two days, before Gilberto was even buried, the 

story was no longer in the news. Joana returned to her mother’s house where she and 

Gilberto had lived, and Marcelo was given a week off from work at the gas station. With 

Carnival celebrations only a week away, there was little time for anyone to mourn. 

 According to local residents, the skirmish that caused Gilberto’s death was the 

result of an intensifying rivalry involving drug traffickers and neighborhood gangs. To be 

fair, violence between teenage gangs has existed for years in Pirambu, but, say residents, 

within the last few years, the frequency and seriousness of these events have 

unquestionably increased. Crime reports support this perception, and according to police 

officers stationed in Pirambu, deaths related to gang and drug trafficker violence have 

nearly doubled within the last five years. As crack drives a growing consumer base for 

illegal drugs within the community, more people have become involved in the 

production, trade, and consumption of a (potentially) profitable commodity. The result, 

consequently, has been amplified levels of violent crime. And while Joana, Marcelo, and 

those closest to them hoped that Gilberto’s death might spark a call for non-violent action 
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within the community, homicides continued to mount over the ensuing weeks. In the 

month that followed Gilberto’s murder, at least one person was killed each week within 

one mile of where Gilberto was shot. Space within that area was perceptually divided into 

“less safe” and “unsafe” zones,8 and many residents chose to restrict their movement 

throughout the neighborhood based upon where shootings and homicides took place. 

Social networks became truncated throughout the community, and assemblages of 

neighborhood cohesion (e.g., evening church gatherings, Sunday afternoon soccer games, 

holiday celebrations) were rearranged as space was unofficially cordoned off in the wake 

of violent activity. As both something to be feared and an event capable of haunting 

space (e.g., Chevalier 2001; Maddern and Adey 2008), the places where death occurred 

became central to the fragmentation and reordering of Pirambu’s socio-spatial landscape.   

According to Barney Warf and Cynthia Waddell, recognizing the role that fear 

plays in spatial transformation is crucial for understanding community change. Under 

conditions where acts of violence appear to be random and unpredictable, they write, 

individuals “frequently alter their time-space behaviour and ‘performativity’” to avoid 

becoming the next unlucky victim (2002: 340). With the diurnal engagements of those 

who live in communities like Pirambu altered by fear, new social practices also arise to 

reconfigure existing boundaries within urban space. Concerned with robberies and the 

personal safety of their staff, by the end of February, municipal authorities had shut down 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 No one I spoke with considered his or her neighborhood to be completely “safe.” To 
reflect this, here I refer to zones as “less safe” (i.e., areas where one should be cautious) 
and “unsafe” (i.e., areas one should avoid altogether). 
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five of the six public health posts in Pirambu because of “insufficient security” (Peixoto 

2009). The sounds of fireworks, common in the evenings and during soccer games, began 

to startle many residents who mistook the noise for gunfire. As people walked about the 

community, they stayed near to the walls and houses on the sides of streets so that, in 

case a gunfight erupted, they could find cover more quickly. Emergency response 

personnel were instructed to use extra caution when responding to calls from certain 

areas, and fewer children played outside in the streets. The ‘rhythms’ (Lefebvre 1996) of 

everyday life broke down, and from them came new patterns of social activity marked by 

fear and perfidious spaces. “When cities come to feel under siege,” write Warf and 

Waddell, “a loss of social cohesion marked by suspicion of strangers, even neighbors, 

often mounts.” (2002: 340). As fear persisted at different intensities across space in 

Pirambu, the community – as both a perceived (e.g., Tuan 1977) and lived space 

(Lefebvre 1991) – grew increasingly fractured.  

 With little improvement in the community and no apparent response from 

authorities or local police, on March 6, three weeks after Gilberto’s murder, some of 

Joana’s friends organized an event to protest the lack of change and muted response from 

governing authorities. Friends and family of Joana and Marcelo made t-shirts and posters 

remembering Gilberto, someone called a local television station, and on Friday afternoon, 

several hundred people gathered in the street only a few houses down from where 

Gilberto was shot (see Figure 5.2). The event was a spectacle – a place to see and be seen 

by others – and with the promised appearance of two local politicians and the news 



	  

	  

181 

media, no one seemed anxious to take control or speak publicly. The two city council 

members finally arrived, greeted their way through the crowd, and then climbed atop a 

couple of wooden chairs in order to address the onlookers. Their speech lamented the 

tragedy of Gilberto’s death, the neglected and dilapidated state of the community, and 

they criticized the mayor’s office (their political opposition) for allowing such things to 

happen. In less than fifteen minutes they finished what they had come to say. They stood 

in front of the television camera next to Joana and Marcelo, answered a few questions 

from a reporter, and then walked over to their car and drove away. With that, the 

television crew also left, and the crowd began to disperse in all directions. The organizers 

of the event stood with Joana and Marcelo, a little unsure of what had just occurred, and 

when it became clear that nothing more was to come, they too returned to their homes. 

Footage from the event finally aired the following week during the lunchtime hour, and 

though they made no promises to anyone in Pirambu, the two politicians were never 

heard from again. Peace, it turned out, was not immediately to follow: less than thirty-six 

hours later, on Sunday morning, March 8, another teenager was gunned down in front of 

the same gas station where Marcelo still worked. 

 Frustrated by how the event had turned into a political platform for two politicians 

with little vested in the neighborhood, I began to ask the event organizers why no one 

from the community had addressed the crowd. The reasons, I was told, were twofold: 1) 

without the politicians, the news media would not have come, and without them, the 

gathering would never have attracted so many people, and; 2) people in the neighborhood 
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were afraid to publicly denounce the gangs and drug traffickers responsible for Gilberto’s 

death. In a place where grassroots leadership and collective action were foundational to 

the original occupation and organization of urban space (Cabanes 2002; Costa 1999), 

community leaders were now afraid to speak publicly against the problems confronting 

their neighborhoods. So dangerous, in fact, did some residents perceive their community 

to be that they had avoided the event altogether. With the increasing presence of crack 

cocaine, violence, and homicide, pirambuenses were not only reticent to publicly 

condemn the changes that had come to their community; some had even grown fearful of 

leaving their homes when it was not absolutely necessary. Throughout the community, 

several residents began to contemplate moving elsewhere, but, particularly in those areas 

where drugs were sold or someone was recently shot, no one could sell their house. 

Myriad in their spatial and corporeal effects, the alterations brought on by drugs and 

death in communities like Pirambu exemplify how daily life is, increasingly, changing for 

millions of urban dwellers worldwide. 

 On March 15, yet another young man was killed in Pirambu. The ninth homicide 

in as many weeks within the same square mile, what ultimately came to distinguish this 

murder from others was that, for nearly two months afterward, violence ebbed in the 

community. Explanations for this from police and local residents were purely speculative, 

but most everyone agreed that with so many murders – coupled with a surge in police 

arrests – a significant number of would-be assassins had been removed from the streets. 

Though the same trend did not extend to other neighborhoods throughout Fortaleza, the 
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small area within Pirambu that had experienced so much violence in such a short period 

of time grew unexpectedly more peaceful. Residents continued to restrict their 

movements and actions throughout the neighborhood, monitoring and policing their 

neighbors with a watchful and suspicious gaze, staying indoors in the evening when 

gunfights were most likely to break out, concealing valuables in order to avoid the 

attention of thefts and drug addicts, and speaking only with great caution about events 

and suspected perpetrators of violent acts. But unlike several other favela communities 

around Fortaleza where local “militias” arose to combat escalating levels of violence 

(governing space through violent means of their own – Rodrigues 2009), in Pirambu, an 

uneasy ceasefire abruptly settled over the community. Though the traces of drugs and 

death were thoroughly etched upon space – from bullet hole scars on the homes where 

shootings had occurred to the graffiti left by adolescents referencing crack and drug 

traffickers – from mid-March to mid-May, killings within the neighborhood stopped. On 

May 14, however, at the birthday party of Dona Teresa, that fragile calm to a sudden and 

terrifying end. 

Conclusions 

 It was not until two days after “the massacre” that I finally visited Dona Teresa’s 

house. Returning home from a mid-morning interview, I unintentionally found myself 

walking down the street where she lived. There were no barricades or police tape 

cordoning off the premises, but the house, and the street, seemed eerily abandoned. The 

doors and windows of the house were all shut, and there in front – covered in deep, dark 
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bloodstains – sat a little couch. Blood from the couch had collected on the cement below 

and hardened into a dry and blackening crust. Blood was even smeared along the outer 

walls of neighboring houses, indicating the desperate path where one of the victims had 

fled. What had been a lively and bustling street, full of children and activity and barking 

dogs, now felt haunted. Life carried on as before elsewhere in the community, but in this 

place, the memory of death and tragedy still lingered in the air.  

 For pirambuenses and millions of others who live in similar circumstances, these 

sorts of experiences and memories constitute important changes and understandings of 

space within (and outside of) their communities. And difficult as they may be to 

rationalize, offer Jo Frances Maddern and Peter Adey (2008), such spectro-geographies 

are profoundly capable of influencing both the social and spatial relationships of 

contemporary urban landscapes. In much the same way that death affects a broad and 

interconnected network of (still living) people, so too does it affect a multitude of spaces 

and events (e.g., Warf and Waddell 2002). For urban geographers, recognizing these 

changes and the fears they produce is important not only for understanding the formation 

and reordering of space within cities, but also for making sense of shifting urban socio-

spatial environments (e.g., Hubbard and Sanders 2003; Sin 2003, Pain 2009). Moreover, 

as cities like Fortaleza continue to expand in the twenty-first-century, analytical 

frameworks that account for events like “the massacre” will, sadly, become increasingly 

urgent.  
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 Connected to this are questions pertaining to drugs and the differing effects that 

mind-altering substances produce within bodies and space. From the physiological 

impacts that users experience to larger economic, social, and political shifts that 

accompany changes in the drug trade, the geographies of narcotics require a high level of 

nuance in order to see the multitudinous relationships that exist between drugs and space. 

For social science researchers, accounting for these specificities and recognizing the ways 

that narcotics shape daily life in communities like Pirambu are central to understanding 

broader patterns of violence and death that, increasingly, collide with processes of urban 

change. Whether in urban, rural, suburban, transnational border regions (e.g., the 

U.S./Mexico border), etc., the geographies of drugs provide a unique perspective into the 

changing practices of everyday urban space.  

 As urbanization continues to encompass even more people throughout the 

‘developing’ world, geographic approaches must adapt in order to account for new and 

emerging space and place contexts. Important for understanding how urban growth and 

development proceeds in Western and non-Western cities, necro and narco-geographies 

shed light upon the ways that people encounter and experience space, and the 

relationships between past and present (and future) spatio-temporal milieus. From 

London to Kabul, to war-torn cities of the former Yugoslavia and the El Paso/Juárez 

border region of the United States and Mexico, death – and drugs – weigh heavily upon 

the socio-spatialities of urban settings. By accounting for these factors, and working to 

incorporate their significance into frameworks of urban and social change, urban 
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geographers are provided better traction for unraveling site-specific events and explaining 

the changing landscapes of cities in the twenty-first-century. 
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Figures – Chapter Five 
 
Fig. 5.1: The house in front of which Joana, Marcelo, and Gilberto sat the night that 

Gilberto was shot. 
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Fig. 5.2: Community event in Pirambu organized after the shooting of an eight-month-

old baby. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 Since June 2005, during each of my visits to Fortaleza, I have always stayed with 

the same family, in the same house, right in the center of Pirambu. For months at a time I 

have lived with them, sharing in both good times and in bad. I have helped with home 

improvement projects, accidentally broken things around the house, and felt the 

happiness and tensions that come from living with others in such small quarters. I have 

celebrated birthdays there, watched soccer games on television, and even grown close 

with many neighbors who live on the same street. And for years my host family spoke 

often of their plans to build a second story on the little house, even promising, in all 

seriousness, to add an extra bedroom for me. If, in fact, there had ever been enough 

money for such things, I believe they would have followed through. But by the early part 

of 2009, during the six month period when I lived with them to complete my dissertation 

fieldwork, violence in the area had worsened such that rather than reforming the house, 

they began to talk about moving elsewhere. After a lifetime within the same 

neighborhood they had helped to build and establish, and despite the familial and social 

networks that anchored them to the area, they had grown tired of living with the day-to-

day threats of crime, violence, and insecurity. They wanted out.  

Like their plans to expand the house, however, I never fully expected that they 

would one day move away. Money was as tight as ever, and growing problems within the 

community only made it more difficult to sell an already small and dilapidated house. I 

knew that they wanted to move, but I could not actually imagine the idea coming to 
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fruition. In late May, however, as I was returning home one evening, fumbling with the 

house key in my pocket as I approached the front door, I was stunned to find a ‘for sale’ 

sign slapped to the front of the house. It was as simple as everything else in the 

neighborhood – a small piece of white paper with the words “Vende-se esta casa” (“This 

house for sale”) taped to the front door – and though the possibility of moving had been 

discussed for weeks already, seeing that sign caught me completely off guard. I had no 

idea where they would get the money to move, nor did they have any notion of where 

they might live. But with problems related to violence and drugs escalating all around 

them, they had decided, at all costs, to leave Pirambu. 

 What my host family’s decision to leave the neighborhood begins to reflect, 

among many factors, is the increasing unpredictability of governance and daily life 

within their community. In the past, they (as well as others) insist that life was different. 

But recent changes related to narcotics and gang activity have, the feel, made their 

neighborhood more dangerous than it ever was before. They were close with several 

people who lost their lives in 2009, including baby Gilberto and those killed in “the 

massacre,” and the tragedy and shock of these events weakened their faith in the 

community’s ability to rebound. Rather than risk the chance of becoming the next 

unfortunate victim, they wanted to move, quite literally, to where governance would be 

more dependable. 

To be sure, governance and reliable order has never been straightforward in 

Pirambu: numerous governing organizations serve the community, and frequently they 

are, along with local residents, divergent in their operations and in their goals for the 
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future. Sociopolitical cohesion, as it exists, comes through a multitude of practices, 

technologies, and institutions, and the maintenance of order in the community is achieved 

through a variety of socio-spatial moments (e.g., neighborly surveillance, unannounced 

police patrols, religious services and events). Throughout this dissertation I have argued 

that, indeed, there exists a state presence within Pirambu and other favelas like it, and that 

governance (and more specifically, governmentality) may be produced even without 

strong material evidence of a state apparatus (e.g., emergency response personnel, 

hospitals, federal and municipal buildings). Nevertheless, despite the ways that TV 

programs, politicians, churches, daily rituals, and so on coalesce to create multiple 

patterns of social order, governmentality is becoming rapidly undone in Pirambu through 

the effects of drugs and violence. The introduction of crack cocaine has profoundly 

altered the community’s socio-spatial landscape, and as new self-governing behaviors 

emerge in response to neighborhood change – and some families leave, to be replaced by 

new ones who move in – then alternate nodes of community governance, no doubt, will 

surely arise.  

For researchers concerned with how power and social practice intersect at 

different sites and in space, case studies from locations like Pirambu will continue to 

offer insightful perspectives into the prosaic and everyday events that characterize so 

much of urban governance and social change. Without empirical, on-the-ground research, 

scholars are much more likely to overlook critical components of social and behavioral 

processes. For example, though religion is central to relations of power throughout many 

parts of the world, few geographers have investigated the ways that spirituality overlaps 
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with secular space and everyday practice. Continued study into the effects of religion and 

religious shifts (e.g., growing evangelical sects in the non-Western world) in 

communities like Pirambu is crucial for untangling broader patterns of contemporary 

urban growth. Given current trends in missionary work and spiritual conversion (e.g., 

Freston 2001; Gerhardt 2008), engaging the geographies of religion will be fundamental 

for scholars who seek to understand multiple processes of social and spatial change. 

Still unanswered are also questions concerning development and the growth of so-

called ‘neoliberal’ political economic agendas in Latin America and the developing 

world. According to multiple accounts (e.g., Rosenblum and Post 2001; Chambers and 

Kymlicka 2001), during the 1980s, Latin American states began to repeal many of the 

social services they had formerly provided for. This change was accompanied by the 

general deregulation and privatization of state enterprises in the region, and as David 

Harvey writes, “non-governmental and grassroots organizations (NGOs and GROs) have 

[since] grown and proliferated remarkably under neoliberalism” (2005: 78). Findings 

from my research in Fortaleza, however, challenge a number of these generalizations 

regarding the ways neoliberal reforms have unfolded at the community level. If, as my 

results indicate, community-based groups in favelas have consistently withered away 

since the mid-1980s, then what changes have neoliberal policies actually brought to 

(already) impoverished areas like Pirambu and the Fortaleza metropolitan region? In fact, 

when analyzed over time, favelas in Fortaleza actually have a much higher degree of 

material state presence today than they did, for example, in the 1970s and 80s (Barreira 

1998; Cabanes 2002; Costa 1999). Still to be explored, therefore, are questions regarding 
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the general character of ‘neoliberalism,’ and the socio-spatial alterations (e.g., in relation 

to political organization, economic practices, governance) that neoliberal reforms have 

introduced to the developing world. 

Related to this are several issues concerning ‘developing’ urban landscapes: while 

urban geography has a tradition for considering how municipal and state resources are 

unevenly distributed across space, geographers have yet to address the ways violence, 

drugs, and death intersect to shape and reconstitute urban settings. More specifically, 

geographers are ill prepared to theoretically navigate a growing trend of drug-related 

violence – whether in the favelas of Fortaleza or along the U.S./Mexico boarder – that 

continues to alter and reshape existing understandings and representations of urban space. 

As Saskia Sassen (2008) observes, violence has grown increasingly visible in cities 

around the world – with visceral and terrifying attributes – eroding a perceived sense of 

security formally enjoyed by urban residents. In fact, she writes, cities are now becoming 

centers for violent acts, conflict, and even warfare: and this violence, its re-presentation, 

and the fear that it brings are transforming urban space in a host of (still) overlooked 

ways. Accounting for these events, and the changes they introduce to cityscapes in both 

the developed and the developing world, will only grow more urgent for urban 

geographers in the twenty-first century. 

Finally, there are also important theoretical questions that geographers and social 

scientists must continue to investigate. Debates have long waged over the transferability 

and applicability of ‘Western’ social theory to ‘non-Western’ contexts (e.g., Massey 

1994; Rose 1993; Soja 1989), yet these engagements have produced far more critiques 
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than they have productive and insightful new directions for social theory. In this 

dissertation, I have leaned primarily upon Michel Foucault in my analysis of governance 

in northeastern Brazil precisely because of the way he accounts for space, difference, and 

historical context in understandings of discourse, power, and ‘truth.’ As Deborah Dixon 

and John Paul Jones III explain (following Foucault 1980: 131), 

For Foucault, social researchers cannot, and should not, pursue truth, at 
least when interpreted as a category with the status of a universal, timeless 
quality (that is, Truth with a big “T”). This is because each society has its 
own regime of truth, the specifics of which are fashioned by: the types of 
discourses deployed (these can be legal, moral, rational, and teleological, 
among others); the techniques and procedures used to distinguish between 
true and false statements; and the status of those who are charged with 
saying what counts as true (2004: 87).  
 

Rather than presuming an overarching, essentialist structure of space or subjectivity, what 

Foucault offers is a method for understanding how differentiated power relations, 

discourses, and truths emerge from varying (and situated) spaces and contexts. More 

pointedly, instead of mapping a set of socio-theoretical presuppositions onto a given 

landscape, Foucault unpacks the spatial and socio-historical circumstances that produce 

individuated understandings of ‘truth’ and ‘reality,’ thereby allowing for situated, non-

fixed readings of space and social practice. For researchers concerned with ‘non-

Western’ sites, such approaches should be particularly appealing: by focusing explicitly 

upon both discursive and material socio-spatial attributes, such a framework exemplifies 

how, for example, similar historical processes (e.g., capitalist modes of production) can 

produce multiple and asymmetric milieus. And through international and cross-

disciplinary collaborations, scholars may continue to push this work by gaining better 

traction on emergent, on-the-ground processes and contemporary theoretical debates.  



	   201 

 Returning to Pirambu today, the community is already a very different place from 

where I began my research in 2005. As the city of Fortaleza expands, and the distance 

between capital and favela neighborhoods diminishes (both spatially and perceptually), 

the questions addressed in this dissertation of land tenure and appropriation, citizenship 

and social justice, and governance and violent conflict become increasingly urgent. With 

an expanding international tourism market (e.g., the 2014 FIFA World Cup will be held 

in Brazil, and Fortaleza will be one of the host cities) and skyrocketing levels of violence 

and homicide, Pirambu, one day, may even confront some of the same civil conflict 

issues that favelas in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo currently face (e.g, ‘pacification’ by 

heavily armed military police forces). When I last visited Pirambu in September of 2010, 

violence erupted yet again (with the murder of an eleven-year-old ‘gang member’), and 

tensions thickened as nervous, gun-carrying adolescents began to wander the streets in 

search of retribution.  

Unable to sell their home, my host family continues to live in the same house 

where I have visited them so many times. Like most who live in that area, they maintain 

their sense of humor and a modest level of alegria (‘cheerfulness,’ importantly different 

from felicidade, or ‘happiness’) in the face of everything that surrounds them. Having 

abandoned their plans to sell the house, they hope, instead, to add a second story with a 

couple of bedrooms. Saying goodbye to them each time I leave is always difficult, and 

when I departed at the end of September, we laughed sentimentally, as we always seem 

to do, and joked with one another about our (lack of) plans for the future: they tease me 

for still being unmarried, and I ask when will they finally visit me in the U.S. The taxi 
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arrived, I made sure my baggage was in order before leaving for the airport, and as I 

hugged everyone who had gathered on the doorstep to see me off, they laughed and 

promised once again that next time, when I return, my own bedroom will be waiting for 

me in the little house.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

THE SPACES OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: 
O MOVIMENTO DOS TRABALHADORES RURAIS SEM TERRA 

FROM A SOCIO-SPATIAL PERSPECTIVE1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 This article was published in Space and Polity, 12(3): 311-328. 2008 by Taylor and 
Francis. 
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The Spaces of Social Movements: 

O Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra from a Socio-Spatial Perspective 

 

Abstract 

In this paper I consider the social movement O Movimento dos Trabalhadores 

Rurais Sem Terra (The Movement of Landless Rural Workers, often referred to as the 

MST). Based on empirical data I collected in Ceará, Brazil during 2005, I explore the 

social and spatial practices that shape MST communities. Using Henri Lefebvre’s theory 

of spatial production, I develop a framework for conceptualizing Brazilian agrarian 

reform within the context of spatial appropriation and the tactics of counter-hegemonic 

ideology. Through an examination of emergent MST communities, I consider the 

production and constant re-articulation of space. This spatial analytic, I suggest, offers 

new insight into the attributes that frequently distinguish individual MST communities.  
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Radical beginnings 

On September 7th, 1979, nearly one hundred and ten families entered and began to 

occupy a large farm in the southern most Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul. The group 

of landless workers, who shortly thereafter became known as O Movimento dos 

Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (The Movement of Landless Rural Workers, more 

commonly referred to as the MST), would go on to gain international attention for their 

struggle. As these camponeses (rural workers or what many often call peasants) began to 

forcibly take the land they had worked on and been tied to for generations, Brazil had to 

more fully acknowledge the issue of agrarian reform (Branford and Rocha, 2002). 

Pursuing alternative modes of production from traditionally capitalist ones, including 

cooperatively-based labor practices and a rejection of the agribusiness models so often 

touted by development agencies, the MST’s fame and participant base have continued to 

expand since the movement’s emergence over twenty-five years ago (Garmany and Maia, 

2007). Having been labeled “the largest” (The Foreign Policy Association, 2005) and 

“most important” social movement in Latin America today (Wolford and Wright, 2003, 

p. xv), the MST stands out to many as a beacon of resistance to globalization and 

neoliberal economic reform in today’s world.  

Despite the MST’s growth and success, however, the movement still faces a 

considerable number of hurdles. Retributive violence from landowners and a lack of 

sufficient resources (both human and financial) during land occupations have hindered 

the MST throughout the entirety of its existence. Nevertheless, according to the 

movement’s website, “The MST has won land titles for more than 350,000 families in 
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2,000 settlements as a result of MST actions” (www.mst.org.br), and their success and 

participation levels continue to rise. Today, legally formalized MST settlements exist in 

twenty-three of Brazil’s twenty-seven states (Stedile, 2002), and the residents of these 

settlements face the reality of life in a cooperative and collectively managed living 

arrangement. As such, various social, political, and economic dilemmas have surfaced 

within a number of settlements, as many MST participants2 now confront new 

complications associated with collectivized production in small-scale rural agriculture.  

To theoretically understand how the MST operates on the ground, both in and 

through space, in this paper I consider the movement through the spatially sensitive 

perspective of the French Marxist-philosopher Henri Lefebvre. Specifically, my research 

queries the insights that a Lefebvrian perspective can offer in explaining the MST’s 

continued growth and success. As Deborah Martin and Byron Miller note: 

Spatial perspectives can illuminate a wide range of issues in contentious 
politics including how and why groups make claims to territory, the 
relationship between the spatial constitution of daily life and collective 
identity formation, the means by which transnational social movement 
organizations negotiate tensions between locally based constituencies and 
global institutions, the alliance-building implications of geographically 
uneven landscapes of political and economic opportunity, and many more 
issues too numerous to mention (Martin and Miller, 2003, p. 143). 

 
In what follows, I turn in particular to Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991) 

in order to understand the broader strategy and micro-spatialities of one MST community 

in northeast Brazil. My approach follows (and yet differs) from previous analyses of 

                                                        
2 The term “participant” comes from Wendy Wolford (2005b), who suggests that the term 
“membership” implies a kind of permanency that inaccurately describes people’s 
intermittent participation with the MST. Some withdraw from the movement when they 
believe it is no longer in their best interests.  
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social space informed by Lefebvre (Hubbard and Sanders, 2003; McCann, 1999; Miller, 

2000; Sin, 2003; Uitermark, 2004). Rather than leaving different empirical moments 

separated and classified according to Lefebvre’s analytical categories, I attempt to show 

how each of Lefebvre’s socio-spatial categories are interwoven into every occurrence and 

interaction in daily life. In not dividing empirical moments according to analytical 

categories, I hope to do some justice to the admittedly difficult task of presenting 

empirical data that is consistent with Lefebvre’s own theory: dialectical, multiple, and 

simultaneous. This approach aligns quite closely with Lefebvre’s original intentions, for 

as Stuart Elden remarks, Lefebvre’s goal was not “prioritizing one (spatial) term over 

another, and not looking for transcension, a synthesis, a negation, but seeing the continual 

movement between them,” realizing that all three moments are “already everywhere” 

(Elden, 2004, p. 36 – italics original). 

I begin by providing some background information on the MST in the context of 

social movements more generally located in Latin America. I then consider various 

published accounts of the MST, most of which are drawn from the discipline of 

geography, and situate that work within the larger body of social movement literature. 

Looking to Lefebvre’s theoretical work on spatial production, I propose, provides a 

particularly helpful approach for understanding rural and agriculturally based social 

movements. Drawing upon fieldwork I conducted in the northeastern Brazilian state of 

Ceará during the summer of 2005, I work Lefebvre’s theoretical formula through the 

daily practices of an MST settlement. Ultimately, my analysis shows that such an 

approach offers a fresh perspective to those concerned with the intersection between 
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space and social movements, particularly in terms of seeing the role space plays in the 

practices of some of the MST’s participants. 

The Issue of Agrarian Reform 

The primary goal of the MST as a social movement is to reform the system of 

latifúndio (large landed estate or plantation) land management that is nearly ubiquitous 

throughout Brazil (Morissawa, 2001). As recently as the 1990s, seventy-nine percent of 

the agricultural land in Brazil was still controlled by only ten percent of the population 

(Silva, 1994, p. 180). This concentration of resources and wealth is often cited as one of 

the leading causes of poverty and hunger, particularly in rural areas (Ramos, 2005). Since 

it first emerged in 1979, the MST has come to represent hundreds of thousands of 

landless camponeses all over Brazil. The radical and highly decentralized movement3 

works to obtain land for landless camponeses by pressuring the national government to 

act upon a provision of the 1988 Brazilian constitution providing for land reform. By 

appropriating and occupying large sections of “unused land,” the MST appeals to article 

186 that states “if land is not fulfilling its ‘social responsibility to be productive’ then the 

federal government is empowered to expropriate the area from the owner” (Wolford, 

2004a, p. 412).4 Although not without frequent setbacks and numerous acts of violence, 

this strategy has been the MST’s primary mode of operation for several years. 

                                                        
3 There are many reasons for the movement’s highly decentralized nature (Sedile, 2002; 
Wolford and Wright, 2003), and as I was told during my research by MST militantes, it 
allows the MST to be dynamic and operate more effectively at the local level. 
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 The classic model of land occupation often begins at night or in the early dawn. 

Several families generally come together, move clandestinely onto a pre-selected plot of 

land,5 and set up a large campsite (usually furnishing make-shift shelters out of plastic 

tarps, a recognizable trademark of MST occupation camps). Once the camp has been 

established, lawyers representing the MST begin the process of petitioning the federal 

government to implement the land reform measures laid out in the constitution. If it can 

be proven that the land was previously unproductive and essentially unused, a significant 

portion can be provisioned to the occupant families. The process is often lengthy (lasting 

upwards of two to three years), and many occupation attempts fail as occupants grow 

weary and leave the camp. Furthermore, landowners regularly hire vigilantes to 

intimidate those within the occupation camp, and violent acts are not uncommon in the 

Brazilian campo (rural area). According to Sérgio Buarque, the national secretariat of the 

MST, 1,379 landless workers were killed between 1985 and 2004 because of land reform 

struggles.6 Still, these methods of land appropriation have been relatively successful for 

the MST, as they have secured land for thousands of formerly landless camponeses 

throughout all of Brazil. 

                                                        
4 The federal branch officially in charge of land reform and redistribution is INCRA, O 
Instituto Nacional de Colonização e Reforma Agrária (The National Institute of 
Colonization and Agrarian Reform). 
 
5 The size of the land plot may vary considerably, but most occupations take place on 
parcels of several hundred to several thousand hectares. 
 
6 Buarque also writes that out of those 1,379 killings, “Only 75 cases went to trial; there 
were 5 convictions of those who ordered the killings and 64 convictions of those who 
carried out the killings” (Buarque, 2005, p. 1). 
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As confirmed by many with whom I spoke while in Ceará, life within an MST 

settlement often represents a considerable change for MST participants. Traditionally 

structured around collectivized work and cooperative decision-making processes, most 

settlements are very different from the latifúndios where camponeses lived before. 

Settlements typically include anywhere from twenty to several hundred families, and 

more developed communities often have schools, churches, and other infrastructural 

facilities. Furthermore, the MST outwardly rejects agribusiness models of development, 

regularly preferring small-scale farming without mechanized equipment or genetically 

modified crops (Wolford and Wright, 2003). For camponeses accustomed to the 

privatized land management practices of latifúndios, adjusting to life in an MST 

assentamento (settlement) can be a complicated experience. 

The body of literature regarding the MST and the issues faced by those within 

MST settlement communities has grown considerably in recent years. The work of 

Branford and Rocha (2002) and Wolford and Wright (2003) provide excellent historical 

backgrounds of the movement, and both help to contextualize the daily lives of MST 

settlement dwellers. Contributions in Portuguese are understandably far more numerous, 

and in Brazil the work of Medeiros (1995), Stedile and Fernandes (1999), and Turatti 

(2005) stand out for paying particular attention to the social, economic, and cultural 

struggles of those within MST settlements. Medeiros (1995) and Stedile and Fernandes 

(1999) provide extensive historical backgrounds and situate the MST within 

contemporary Brazil (politically, economically, socially, etc.), while Turatti’s work 

(2005) examines a number of issues involving social cohesion among MST participants 
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from an anthropological perspective. Furthermore, each of these works addresses the 

complex and sometimes difficult experiences faced by individuals who attempt to make a 

living in a cooperatively managed MST settlement. To extend these existing analytical 

approaches, this paper contributes a spatial-theoretic understanding into the evolution of 

the MST and the daily practices of settlement dwellers. Previous work by Miller (2000) 

and Bruce D’Arcus (2004, 2006) has shown the value of a spatial perspective for the 

analysis of social movements, and continued efforts within this vein should help expand 

and diversify a growing number of innovative theoretical insights.  

Among those in geography who have written about the MST within the context of 

space (Alencar 1999; Garmany 2006; Garmany and Maia 2008), the work of Wendy 

Wolford (2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b) best exemplifies the value of a geographic 

approach. Wolford’s contributions have been especially useful for illustrating the role of 

place and space contexts upon the decision making processes and daily practices of MST 

participants. In particular, Wolford has shown how epistemological understandings of 

space (what she calls “spatial imaginaries”) heterogeneously shape the lives of Brazilian 

camponeses (Wolford, 2004a). Further spatial analyses may continue to yield new 

perspectives on MST communities, for as Sallie Marston notes, “the incorporation of 

space into social movement theory….[has] clearly demonstrate[d] the centrality of spatial 

perspectives to deeper, more compelling comprehensions of resistance, contentions, and 

collective action” (Marston, 2003, p. 227). 

In this paper I draw upon Lefebvre’s understanding of the “production” of space, 

reasoning that his socio-spatial dialectic is well suited for understanding explicitly spatial 
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forms of resistance (such as that practiced by the MST). According to Andrew Merrifield, 

“Lefebvre’s framework is an extremely suggestive and flexible heuristic device for 

interpreting the mode of mediation between space and place which can shed light on the 

nature of place and how it, in turn, relates to the broader social whole” (Merrifield, 1993, 

p. 522). By turning my attention to the spatial dynamics of an MST settlement in the 

northeastern state of Ceará, I address the complexities of daily life for MST participants 

through a consideration of the relationship between space and social practice.  

Socio-spatial dialectics 

Fundamental to Lefebvre’s theoretical formula of spatial production, outlined in 

his most famous publication, The Production of Space (1991), is his conceptualization of 

the relationship between social and spatial attributes. According to Lefebvre, “the spatial” 

and “the social” are mutually constitutive and dialectically linked in a constant state of 

“becoming.” Stated differently, to more fully understand space and its effects, one must 

look to both the material orderings of space as well as social perceptions and 

understandings of space. Elden suggests that this tendency in Lefebvre’s work comes 

from his careful attention to dialectics, something he adopts in his critique of 

structuralism (Elden, 2004, p. 24). Soja (1980), writing in regard to Lefebvre, referred to 

this analytic device as “the socio-spatial dialectic.” Within this dialectical relationship, 

space and representation are equally important to the process of spatial production (Jones, 

2003). In other words, abstract or mental spatialities balance with real, physical space, 

leaving space itself in a constant state of emergence: 

Social space contains a great diversity of objects, both natural and social, 
including the networks and pathways which facilitate the exchange of 
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material things and information. Such ‘objects’ are thus not only things 
but also relations (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 77).  

  
The social space that Lefebvre refers to is produced in what he labels a 

“conceptual triad,” one that consists of three spatial moments (Jones, 2003). In his 

theoretical understanding of space, Elden notes that Lefebvre breaks from the traditional 

Marxist historical materialist dialectic by introducing a third moment, the “aspect of land, 

that is the countryside and agriculture, and the subsoil, and ultimately the territory of the 

nation-state” (Elden, 2004, p. 36). This third moment is, for Lefebvre, not the product of 

the dialectic, but an equal third (what Soja, 1996, calls “trialectics”) in which all three 

moments are “affecting each other simultaneously” (Elden, 2004, p. 36). According to 

Elden, “one of Lefebvre’s problems with dialectical materialism is its tendency towards a 

linear, teleological picture of historical change” (Elden, 2004, p. 37). The introduction of 

a third term provides for “a much more fluid, rhythmic understanding” in which a “non-

teleological dialectic is brought to bear on the issue of space” (Elden, 2004, p. 37). 

The first of Lefebvre’s three spatial moments is representations of space, the ideas 

of space that are conceived by dominant institutions. It is  

the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and 
social engineers, as a certain type of artist with a scientific bent – all of 
whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is 
conceived…This is the dominant space in any society (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 
38).  
 

Representations of space are often situated within dominant groups or institutions, and 

manifest themselves in practices and discourses that seek to overcode and conceptualize 

the use of space. 
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 The second moment of Lefebvre’s triad is spatial practices, which perceive (or are 

hailed) by the dominant representations of space and “secrete” the modern landscape.7 

Spatial practices can be found in the signs, codes, and routines of social space. As 

Lefebvre writes, “Spatial practice ensures continuity and some degree of cohesion. In 

terms of social space, and of each member of a given society’s relationship to that space, 

this cohesion implies a guaranteed level of competence and a specific level of 

performance” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 33 – italics original). More simply, spatial practices are 

the glue that holds a social group together. Furthermore, spatial practices influence and 

are influenced by representations of space. “‘Modern’ spatial practice,” writes Lefebvre,  

might thus be defined – to take an extreme but significant case – by the 
daily life of a tenant in a government-subsidized high-rise housing project. 
Which should not be taken to mean that motorways or the politics of air 
transport can be left out of the picture. A spatial practice must have a 
certain cohesiveness, but this does not imply that it is coherent (in the 
sense of intellectually worked out or logically conceived) (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p. 38). 

  
Finally, representational spaces (also called spaces of representation or lived 

space) are the moments of lived daily practice. Lived space is informed of representations 

of space by spatial practices, yet does not necessarily use or consume space in the way it 

was conceived by the dominant representations of space. According to Lefebvre, 

representational space is “space as directly lived through its associated images and 

symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39 – italics 

                                                        
7 In Donald Nicholson-Smith’s translation of The Production of Space, Lefebvre is 
tapping into two meanings with this word: secretion, i.e., the idea “that every 
society…produces a space, its own space” (1991, p. 31), and secret, i.e., the idea that 
space can obscure social relations through two illusions, those of “transparency” 
(intelligibility) and “opacity, or ‘realistic illusion’” (1991, p. 27). 
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original). Actors in lived space may consume8 space according to the spatial practices and 

representations of space, or they may misread or defy the prescriptive elements of the 

other two spatial moments to alter the way representational spaces are consumed. All 

three components of the triad are constantly in conversation with one another, forming a 

trialectic through which space is produced. Because this trialectic is constantly being 

rearticulated by the three different moments it embeds, it is never fixed for any period of 

time. Space is a process for Lefebvre, as he writes: “a space is not a thing but rather a set 

of relations between things (objects and products)” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 83). Apparent 

permanencies are really only crystallizations (e.g., buildings) whose social spaces are 

constantly in a state of flux. 

Lefebvre’s framework is especially helpful in the way it accounts for both 

material and abstract spatial moments, and has been used by many who have investigated 

the spaces of marginalized or counter-hegemonic groups (McCann, 1999; Hubbard and 

Sanders, 2003; Sin, 2003; Soja, 1996; Uitermark, 2004). Lefebvre’s ideas, however, have 

almost always been applied exclusively to urban settings (Elden, 2004).9 In this context I 

argue that The Production of Space is just as relevant within rural areas, and that with the 

                                                        

 
8 Lefebvre frequently uses this word to remind the reader that space is both produced and 
commodified. For him, the production of space is similar to the production of any other 
commodity in Marx’s conceptual model (Marx, 1990). 
 
9 Reasons for this are plentiful: many of Lefebvre’s writings, perhaps best exemplified in 
his works Writing on Cities (1996) and The Urban Revolution (2003), focus exclusively 
upon urban settings. The Production of Space is no exception, using the modern city as 
its frequent site of analysis. Furthermore, as part of Lefebvre’s modernist notions, many 
of his works implicitly indicate that urban space will eventually subsume rural space. 



  217 

help of Lefebvre’s spatial analytic accounting for the “land” and “the countryside and 

agriculture” (Elden, 2004, p. 36), one can see the ways in which the daily practices of 

MST participants facilitate new spaces amenable to agrarian reform. 

Considering space in Ceará, Brazil 

 Situated along the northeast coast of Brazil, the state of Ceará lies in one of the 

poorest regions in the entire Western Hemisphere (Page, 1995, p. 186). Often hindered by 

drought, Ceará and the rest of the Northeast are additionally plagued by famines and 

years of underdevelopment. Within Ceará also lies the Sertão, one of the hottest and 

largest deserts in Latin America. Today the MST has a strong presence in Ceará, and 

newly formulated settlements are widespread in the western half of the state where land is 

cheap and agricultural alternatives are few. During the summer of 2005 I traveled to 

Ceará in order to conduct fieldwork in and around these MST settlements, and to speak 

with MST participants who live and work in those areas. Located in the central-western 

part of Ceará, my research focuses upon a small settlement (found within the 

municipality of Crateús) called “Boa Vista.”10 

 Very generally, one could label Boa Vista a “typical” MST settlement: it shares 

many commonalities with other settlements throughout Brazil with few extraordinary or 

                                                        
10 The original name of the settlement (as well as the names of settlement residents) has 
been changed to protect the interests of those who live there. According to Fabio, a Boa 
Vista resident and MST militante, Boa Vista was officially established in 1995 following 
a two year occupation by MST participants who lived in that area. The land had formally 
belonged to an army general who owned more than 10,000 hectares, and following the 
formal legal negotiations, 4,050 hectares went to the occupiers. 
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exceptional differences.11 Families in Boa Vista, occupying small one and two bedroom 

houses, were clustered together near the center of the settlement area. The major crops 

under collective cultivation were squash, beans, corn, rice, and, as part of a recent state-

subsidized bio-diesel initiative, large quantities of castor beans (mamonas). Cows were 

kept primarily for milking, and goats, chickens, guinea fowl, horses, mules, and various 

dogs and cats roamed throughout the settlement. Though most Boa Vista residents 

worked on the settlement as agriculturalists (just as they had long before the settlement 

was founded), a few held service-sector jobs in the nearby town of Crateús. Indeed, while 

they were happy that their children were receiving improved educational opportunities, 

some of the older residents despaired the departure of the settlement’s young women and 

men for more urbanized areas. Most Boa Vista residents had worked on one of a few 

nearby latifúndios before moving to the settlement (very rarely did urban-to-rural 

migration fuel the settlement’s growth), and a majority of settlement dwellers reported 

that their families had lived in the local region for generations. Like camponeses 

elsewhere who have ostensibly been pushed into land occupations for (a perceived) lack 

of any viable economic alternatives (e.g., Garmany and Maia, 2008; Wolford, 2003, 

2004a), the residents of Boa Vista reported that, along with appreciating the message of 

MST militantes (“militants,” movement activists responsible for enacting the MST’s 

objectives), they went forth with the land occupation because it was their only chance to 

preserve a decent future for their families: their children, however, increasingly face a 

                                                        
11 Indeed, this coincidence was not lost on me, and I can only speculate as to whether or 
not MST officials authorized my research in Boa Vista for exactly this reason. 
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wider array of professional alternatives, and, perhaps not surprisingly, are often leaving 

behind the Brazilian roça (countryside). Even when managed collectively, agricultural 

production, particularly in Northeast Brazil, is a difficult job. 

Figure 1 – Map of study area.12 

 

The empirical research for this analysis was conducted over a five-week period in 

July and August of 2005. During that time I worked closely with MST officials in and 

around Fortaleza (Ceará), spoke with land reform experts and others with a long history 

                                                        
12 Map courtesy of W. Scott Whitlock, Department of Geography and Regional 
Development, University of Arizona. 
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of involvement with the MST, and attended a weeklong MST youth conference at the 

Federal University of Ceará in Fortaleza (Universidade Federal do Ceará, PICI – UFC). 

I also spent a week with a family, living and working, on an MST settlement in western 

Ceará (see map above).  

Twenty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with Boa Vista residents, 

and in five cases, follow-up interviews were held (that were digitally recorded). In 

Fortaleza, three militantes, one MST official, and three experts on issues of agrarian 

reform (at the Federal University of Ceará) were also interviewed. I assembled two 

informal focus groups while at the settlement, participated daily in settlement meetings 

and events, and attended three separate lectures convened by the MST while in Fortaleza. 

Participant observation was crucial for the data collection process, as was limited archival 

research. Though research participants were most often identified through “snowballing” 

techniques, roughly one-third of the interviewees in Boa Vista were “randomly selected” 

(i.e., I simply introduced myself to those I encountered while walking through the 

settlement). Equal numbers of men and women were invited to participate, and 

participants varied greatly by age (between nineteen and seventy-five years old). Data 

was later openly coded by the author, and themes such as why people joined the MST, 

the productivity of collective labor strategies, the personal histories of settlement 

dwellers, changing patterns in the use of space, and comparisons between Boa Vista and 

latifúndios were used to scrutinize the data. Though participants commonly held very 

divergent viewpoints, with few trends that coincided to any basic demographic indicators, 

those who had participated in the initial occupation of Boa Vista often held a greater 
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sentimental attachment to the settlement than did those who came later. Perceptions of 

Boa Vista were generally positive among the residents and, presumably, those who felt 

otherwise had mostly left the settlement. 

Finally, I feel it is important to stress the sensitivity of representation and the “re-

presentation” of empirical findings in case studies like my own. As such, my intent is 

neither to glorify nor judge the actions or perceptions of those who participated in this 

research, but simply to translate and re-print their words as accurately as possible. 

Moreover, realizing that I can never escape my own epistemological baggage, I choose 

not to code the changes that occur in space as “good” or “bad,” but rather as difference 

that characterizes the unending process in the production of space. 

 While every MST settlement is unique, the movement does promote a general 

pattern that most settlements abide by to a certain degree. Typical characteristics include 

the concentrated way that homes of settlement dwellers are placed, representing a 

fundamental shift from the spatial organization of latifúndios (where multiple families 

rarely accumulate in large groups and housing agglomerations are small). Everyone is 

encouraged to participate when decisions are needed, and the movement stresses the 

equal valorization of men’s and women’s contributions. Education is generally a priority, 

and children regularly attend school (preferably on the settlement, but if necessary, in a 

nearby town). Cooperative work is also one of the fundamental characteristics of MST 

settlements, and much of the land is owned and worked collectively. By fundamentally 

changing the social relations in their communities, MST participants alter and produce 

new spaces from the ones formally programmed by latifúndios.  
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Beginning with the physical layout and material re-orderings of space that have 

occurred, one can see the ways in which all three of Lefebvre’s spatial moments are 

present in Boa Vista. According to those who had lived on the latifúndio that had existed 

previously, families had been much more spread out, rarely living in clusters of more 

than three or four. In Boa Vista, however, resident’s homes (roughly eighty) were built 

side-by-side along both sides of the road that cut the settlement in half. As some 

participants commented, this gave them a feeling of togetherness and comfort they had 

not known before moving to Boa Vista.  

Figure 2 – Spatial layout of Boa Vista 

 

Electrical lines had been installed,13 there was a school for younger children, and 

everyone lived in brick houses with cement floors. Large fields, water resources, and 

mechanized equipment (e.g., the settlement’s tractor) were managed collectively, and 

nearly everyone participated in cooperative work projects. Participants also reported 

almost unanimously that cooperative work was efficient and preferable to other methods 

                                                        
13 Although I got different answers from those I asked, it seemed that the electrical lines 
had been installed around 1999. 
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of production. As one man said, “You always have some people that won’t cooperate, the 

difficult ones, but about eighty percent of the people do their part, and that’s enough.”14 

Moments of representations of space  

Not to privilege one spatial moment over another, but only because one must 

begin somewhere, representations of space is a useful starting point for a “spatial 

consideration” of Boa Vista. For example, recognizing the ways MST participants (most 

often militantes and movement organizers) seek to structure and control their spaces 

shows the way settlement-space can be coded and engineered. Settlements often establish 

their own norms for protocol that orient the course of social practice within the 

community. Further, residents are responsible for the layout of their community, and 

assume the roles of “planners” and “social engineers” that Lefebvre describes in regards 

to representations of space. In the case of Boa Vista, perhaps residents felt more closely 

united since all the houses were constructed together, with the casa grande (meeting 

place) and MST flag situated firmly in the middle of the settlement.  

Along with materially and discursively configuring their own spaces, MST 

participants also address representations of space by striving to influence the way they 

are perceived by those both inside and outside the movement. Ademar Bogo’s O MST e a 

Cultura (The MST and Culture, 2000) addresses this issue directly. In this work, Bogo 

proclaims a true cultural change and transformation in thought is necessary to escape the 

                                                        
14 All direct quotes, unless noted otherwise, come directly from the author’s fieldwork. 
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grip of oppression. He writes that camponeses must re-conceptualize who and what they 

are in order to construct positive identities15 for themselves.  

…we have suffered from a massive cultural domination for ages in our 
country, and we need to liberate it (culture) if we want to be free. For this, 
we need to produce our own ideas, our own literature, give our own 
content to values and look to the future with our own eyes…(Bogo, 2000, 
p. 13).  

 
Mitsue Morissawa’s book, The History of the Struggle for Land and the MST (2001), uses 

much the same tone, serving as a resource to teach MST participants about the history of 

the movement’s goals from the perspective of the MST. As the MST addresses 

representations of space through literature, art, music, and public presentation, they help 

to craft spaces that are hospitable to new ideologies of agrarian reform. 

Enmeshed within this same spatial assemblage,16 however, also lie spaces of 

representation and spatial practices. The organizational structure of the community itself 

may indeed provide residents with an alternative sense of social cohesion, permitting new 

social and spatial practices from what previously existed. From these newly ordered 

community spaces also come different spaces of representation, as the lived daily practice 

of Boa Vista residents reflects the changing spatial environment within which they live. 

Residents frequently noted how happy they were to be able to plant whatever they chose 

and how they could now hunt on their own land. Nearly everyone agreed that “a vida” 

                                                        
15 Bogo equates MST participants to “explorers,” writing that they are trying to find and 
build something which has never been done before (Bogo, 2000, p. 15). 
 
16 My use of the word “assemblage” in this case draws upon the language of Deleuze and 
Guattari (1987), signifying space as a heterogeneous collection of multiplicities rather 
than an object colonized by only one or two elements. 
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(“life,” i.e., everyday practice) was much different in Boa Vista and, according to their 

own words, preferable to what it had been on a latifúndio. 

Moments of spatial practices 

Changing sentiments among settlement dwellers also reverberated in moments of 

spatial practices, and one can see the roots of ideological change by looking to the local 

history of Boa Vista. A Catholic bishop who arrived in the nearby town of Crateús in the 

1970s served as the catalyst for a major shift in social and spatial processes. As he began 

to install CEBs (Comunidades Eclesiais de Base – Christian Ecclesiastical Base 

Communities)17 throughout the region, he provided space for radical thought and 

resistance to occur. The teachings of liberation theology began to change the perceptions 

of camponeses, and new types of social cohesive practices came about. Drawing from 

this influence, MST militantes and recruiters stressed the nature of class struggle, 

perspectives the MST continues to emphasize in their literature and teachings. This 

notion is fundamental to the MST, and as new sets of symbols, codes, and routines have 

worked their way into the spatial practices of Boa Vista, a very different pattern of spatial 

production has emerged from the one that existed before the settlement’s establishment. 

Groups involved in decision making sit in a circle, and the movement stresses that the 

comments and ideas of all participants should be listened to and respected. Settlement 

dwellers frequently call one another “companheiro” (“companion,” a friendly term 

                                                        
17 Liberation Theology had taken root in Latin American ecclesiastical circles during the 
1960s as many within the Church began to address the relationship between religion and 
social justice, and more radical church parishioners questioned the generally prescribed 
division between religion and politics (Boff and Boff, 1986). 
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showing respect), and communal responses and gestures at meetings and rallies are 

common.  

Such practices may be largely for show, but they do help to form new socio-

spatial environments. It is in this way that alternative representations of space also 

emerge. Informed by new practices, different representations of space are formulated 

from the changing assemblage of spatial routines. For example, the centralized meeting 

place (the casa grande) was situated within the middle of the settlement and may have 

facilitated more equalitarian community meetings (e.g., circular formations where 

everyone’s voice could be heard). Rather than debate whether the physical space enabled 

the social practice or the social practice molded the physical space, following Lefebvre, it 

is more useful to recognize the co-constitutive nature of the two. Instead of envisioning 

the production of space as a stratified, disjoint process, recognizing that all three of 

Lefebvre’s spatial moments exist within every spatial assemblage reveals the production 

of space to be a much smoother, more fluid process. 

Moments of spaces of representation 

Settlement dwellers in Boa Vista, like MST participants everywhere, stressed 

equality for all Brazilians, including such frequently marginalized groups as women and 

indigenous peoples. Such ideological notions are upheld, in part, through the everyday 

practice of lived space in Boa Vista: both men and women alike often mentioned that 

women were crucial to the settlement’s success, and that work was equally valorized, no 

matter who was responsible for it (e.g., domestic work was purportedly as highly 

esteemed as hunting or home repair). The settlement had a women’s group that met 
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frequently to discuss a multitude of issues relevant to life in Boa Vista,18 and those who 

participated felt strongly about the effectiveness of their actions. While the construction 

of alternative ideologies might at first appear to reside squarely in representations of 

space, by excavating the spatial elements of the MST’s interaction with ideological 

discourses, one can more clearly see how all three moments of Lefebvrian space produce 

constantly becoming and rearticulated ideologies. 

Along with changing ideological notions in Boa Vista came new socio-spatial 

routines. By talking with those I lived and worked with while I was there, most agreed 

that they had more free-time in the settlement than when they had worked on a latifúndio. 

Furthermore, residents of Boa Vista were primarily concerned with producing for 

subsistence rather than for commercial sale. This in particular represents a major shift in 

the lived space of those in Boa Vista. In fact, very little “production work”19 was done on 

the weekends, signaling another significant change that many remarked upon. Even 

Maria, a militante in Boa Vista, rebuffed my skepticism that while labor time 

expenditures for men may have decreased, women appeared to work nonstop around the 

home. She said: 

You don’t understand – sure, women do the work around the home, but 
men do the work elsewhere. That’s how cooperative work functions: it 
doesn’t mean that everybody does the same thing all the time, it means 
that people divide the work to make sure everything gets done. And 

                                                        
18 From what I could ascertain, issues were not necessarily specific to problems women 
faced, but rather topics that concerned the entire settlement. 
 
19 I denote “production work” as such to distinguish it from other forms of labor, such as 
domestic work. To be sure, while the expenditure of labor time in the fields may have 
declined on weekends, labor time in the home most certainly did not. 
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besides, people in the campo (countryside) tend to be pretty conservative – 
I know that maybe it’s different where you’re from, but here people still 
believe in women’s work and men’s work (emphasis original). You’re not 
just going to wake up tomorrow and find men washing dishes and clothes 
(laughing). What’s important is that all the work gets done, and truthfully, 
it’s more efficient the way it is. It’s more efficient for everyone that I work 
in the kitchen and that my dad or my brothers vão fazer broca (clear the 
fields). 

 
Another major shift in the lived, everyday practice of settlement dwellers involves 

their participation in decision making processes. As Fabio (a militante and Boa Vista 

resident) reported, the MST does not have individual leaders, but rather “coordenação” 

(“coordination”) that helps to organize the movement. The MST tries to develop 

“individuals,”20 he said, and everyone is expected and encouraged to participate in 

decision making activities. Emilio, a father of two and recent migrant to Boa Vista, 

commented that: 

I like that I don’t have to follow someone else’s schedule. I have work to 
do, responsibilities, but they’re for me. I used to work in Fortaleza (as a 
waiter), my wife too (as a seamstress), and I never liked having a boss tell 
me what to do all the time. And I don’t like telling others what to do 
either; that’s why we decided to move here. Here you work for yourself 
and all the benefits are yours. 

 
Such feelings of content were by no means universal, however, as one woman 

(Rosa) lamented to me how long it took for decisions to be made and for work to be 

accomplished in Boa Vista. “That’s why we’re leaving,” she said sadly, “there are times 

when people really go hungry around here. I can’t live like this any longer” (emphasis 

                                                        
20 The MST draws heavily upon the teachings of Paulo Freire, who stressed pedagogical 
techniques aimed at critical thinking and creative problem solving. Freire’s goal was to 
train students to think independently in order to develop a “critical conscience” (e.g., 
questioning cultural forms at all times) (Bogo 2000: 62). 
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original). Another man I spoke with who was a frequent visitor to the settlement echoed 

these sentiments, telling me that over the years Boa Vista had frequently suffered from 

low levels of production (i.e., food) and income. Clearly frustrated, he said “You see how 

it is here - it takes a lot of work to make this land produce. But that’s just it – they (the 

settlement dwellers of Boa Vista) haven’t succeeded. More people will just further divide 

what they already have. What you need is to have the people already living there work 

harder and more efficiently.” Whether it was lauded or denigrated, the participatory 

decision making processes and modes of production reflected a significant change in the 

management strategies of the settlement. As opposed to a latifúndio where one person, 

the landowner, makes decisions, Boa Vista signified a major shift in the day-to-day 

practices of lived space. 

Recognizing the interrelatedness of all three spatial moments 

Acknowledging the fully integrated and “becoming” nature of space enables the 

recognition that a fundamental element behind the success of the MST is the movement’s 

ideology. In order to challenge the latifúndio model of agricultural production, MST 

participants consciously work to produce socio-spatial environments that both reflect and 

embed their alternative ideology. Using Lefebvre, one can see more clearly how this 

happens. Representations of space is where political decision making typically lies, and is 

traditionally reserved for the dominant, administrative members of society (e.g., rich 

landowners). When the MST justifies their actions via constitutional amendment 186, 

they are operating within representations of space, employing a set of discourses (those 

bound in national law) for their own purposes. Instead of working within already existent 
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representations of space, the movement seeks to create new ones that give rise to spaces 

and ideologies different from latifúndios.   

  Reshaping traditional conceptions regarding land ownership and gender equality 

is not a trivial matter. The spatial production patterns of MST participants in Boa Vista, 

including representations of space, spaces of representation, and spatial practices, attempt 

to create alternative spaces to the capitalist ones of latifúndios. Conceptualized slightly 

differently (and drawing once again on the language of Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), the 

spatial assemblages of the MST work to reterritorialize the socio-spatial landscapes once 

dominated by the landed aristocracy. According to Boa Vista resident Seu Chico:  

I like it very much here (in Boa Vista). There is liberation and freedom 
here. Some things may have been better in the past (when he lived on a 
latifúndio), but you didn’t own anything…you couldn’t control your own 
destiny. The best thing about this movement (the MST) is that it takes 
action and succeeds! Things have changed a lot for me, and I’m happy 
with that. 

 
Seu Chico’s words echo the changes that have come to Boa Vista, accompanying the 

production of new and different spaces. The emergence of these alternative spaces may 

not be equally positive for everyone in the settlement (as Rosa’s comments illustrate), but 

clearly, space and social practice are “becoming” something very different in the 

everyday lives of Boa Vista residents. 

Space in social movements 

Part of what differentiates the MST from other social movements or protest 

groups around the world is the way in which the MST operates. Within the context of 

Lefebvre’s theory, many oppositional factions (i.e. social or protest movements) limit 

their resistance to only consciously disputing the representations of space of dominant 
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groups via the occupation of lived space. A clear example would be a protest rally that 

fills a city street (often used for traffic or commerce), and for a brief period changes the 

way that space was intended to be used.21 While the power and implications such 

practices can have should not be undermined, these occupations of lived space are often 

ephemeral and quickly responded to by representations of space (e.g., city planners may 

make the space where transgression occurred less amenable to future protestors, or create 

a separate, less symbolically resonate space for protest to be enacted; see Jones 2000, 

2003). Oppositional groups who tackle their issues only within the moments of lived 

space suffer from a failure to acknowledge the true complexity of social space, and hence 

their achievements are often short-lived or only partial. 

What the MST endeavors to do in terms of land appropriation is more than simply 

alter the daily routines of representational space; their practices are successful because 

they consciously address all three moments of Lefebvrian space. Clearly land occupation 

represents a substantial change in the “everyday experiences” of lived space. The MST, 

like other successful Latin American social movements (e.g., the Zapatistas in Chiapas or 

Horizontalist worker collectives in Buenos Aires), realizes their goals in part because 

they do not simply leave these actions in lived space to inform spatial practices on their 

own, but instead actively work to change the spatial practices of camponeses themselves. 

In the ways the movement tries to re-articulate the discourses around what it “means” to 

be camponês, or what camponês culture “really is,” they are in fact trying to change the 

commonsensical ideology manifested in spatial practices. Furthermore, the constitutional 

                                                        
21 For good examples, see McCann (1999) and Uitermark (2004). 
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amendment the MST seeks to capitalize upon speaks directly to the moment of 

representations of space. This facet is particularly important in that the MST does not 

consider their actions to be illegal, arguing that juridical law (representations of space par 

excellence) formally sanctions their practices as permissible. Within Lefebvre’s analytic 

of spatial production, the MST not only successfully pushes for agrarian reform, but 

considerably modifies the production of rural space in Brazil.  

What is perhaps most remarkable about the MST’s practices is the way in which 

the movement openly address representations of space. For example, MST participants 

actually work to conceive and structure various elements of this spatial moment. Through 

their efforts to re-articulate the discourses surrounding a cultura camponêsa (componês 

culture) using literary and artistic methods,22 they reshape the abstract, social components 

that make up representations of space. In the concrete, physical sense, the MST also 

orders and codes the spatial layouts of their settlements and gathering spaces. To break 

the hegemonic grip they attribute to capitalism, MST militantes see the reprogramming of 

social, cultural, and economic practices in all facets of society as absolutely necessary. It 

is, perhaps, this facet that distinguishes the MST from other social movements that have 

not enjoyed similar levels of success (Gil, 1992; Gutmann, 2002; Peet and Watts, 1996). 

Drawing from the findings of my own research, I submit that the MST has made 

                                                        
22 Indeed, MST participants regularly engage in musical and poetic expressions during 
their rallies, meetings, and events. As I witnessed during my fieldwork when settlement 
dwellers in Boa Vista composed and performed their own quadrilha (similar to an 
America square dance, often performed as part of the Festa Juninha celebrations that 
honor Saint John during the Brazilian winter months), songs often reflect the MST’s 
continued efforts for land reform and alternative modes of agrarian production. 
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significant achievements in their fight for land due in large part to the movement’s 

organizers who realize that land appropriation alone (actions that take place in lived 

space) is not enough; the dominant moments of representations of space and the daily 

routines of spatial practices must also be acknowledged in order to fully transform space. 

Conclusions 

 With the aid of critical social and spatial theory, researchers may continue to gain 

new insights into social movements such as the MST. In particular, a spatial perspective 

provides one with an approach uniquely suited for studies involving issues of 

territorialization, power and class structures, and geographic specificity. Importantly, 

Lefebvre’s model maintains that social and spatial elements are co-constitutive of one 

another, and therefore equally important when contemplating the production of space. In 

this study, Lefebvrian theory enables an enhanced reflection upon the nearly infinite 

number of socio-spatial moments that enmesh the settlement of Boa Vista. It also reveals 

that an element of the MST’s success may lie in the movement’s detailed attention to the 

complexity of social space, a practice other social movements have rarely addressed or 

successfully employed. By recognizing that all three of Lefebvre’s spatial moments are 

manifested in every spatial assemblage, one can see more clearly how this happens: MST 

participants work to change social and spatial interaction in nearly every facet of daily 

life for formerly landless camponeses, and for this reason newly becoming spaces, rather 

than emerging haphazardly, are thoughtfully crafted. Such an analytic is helpful for 

understanding how the MST has been so successful in their fight for agrarian reform, 
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continuing to gain strength both in numbers and notoriety since it formally emerged 

nearly 30 years ago.  

 Lefebvre’s approach also suggests that spatial production is a multifaceted 

process that is unique to each space because of the many intricacies that endlessly 

coalesce. Socio-spatial dialectics illustrates that no two spaces are exactly alike. Given 

this, generalizations on the nature of MST settlements should be approached with 

caution, as each settlement is highly differentiated by myriad and intersecting social, 

historical, and spatial processes that impinge upon one another in unique processual 

moments. As I found during the short time that I was in the field, even settlements within 

the same municipality of Ceará showed significant dissimilarities.23 Furthermore, because 

MST participants enact the official discourse of the MST on many different levels, 

settlements are bound to be distinguished based upon the individuals who comprise the 

population.  

  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                        
23 While I was unable to make a personal visit to more than one settlement, the residents 
of Boa Vista and others whom I spoke with in Fortaleza (who were from other 
settlements) frequently commented that individual settlements were very different from 
one another. The work of Wolford (2004a, 2003) further supports this claim.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

UM MODELO PARA SER OBSERVADO1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        

1 This article was published in Adiante, Vol. 9 (Sep.): 56-59. 2006 by Luciano Martins 
Costa. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

CONSIDERING SPACE, POLITICS, AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: 
AN INTERVIEW WITH JOÃO PEDRO STEDILE, A LEADER WITHIN  

O MOVIMENTO DOS TRABALHADORESRURAIS SEM TERRA (THE MST)1 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        

1 This article was published in Antipode, 40(2): 187-191. 2008 by Wiley-Blackwell. 
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Having first emerged over 25 years, O Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem 

Terra (the MST) has grown to become what many consider the largest and, according to 

Wendy Wolford and Angus Wright (2003, xv), “most important” social movement in 

Latin America today. Organized around securing land rights for Brazil’s camponês 

population (peasant or landless rural workers), the MST seeks agrarian reform in a 

country where forty-five percent of the agricultural land is controlled by only one percent 

of the population (Lerrer 2003, 27). By occupying unproductive land, MST squatter 

settlements (called assentamentos) pressure the federal government to enact a 

constitutional amendment providing agricultural land reform. The MST’s actions have 

been notably successful, having secured well over 1,000 settlements for formerly landless 

rural workers (Wolford 2004, 412).  

 While the movement’s leadership base is remarkably decentralized, the most 

prominent MST leader in the public eye is undoubtedly João Pedro Stedile. As an 

academic activist, his numerous publications, interviews, and public appearances have 

made him the most recognized face of the MST. Among the many written works he has 

published, Brava Gente (Stedile and Fernandes 1999) stands out as one of the more 

widely read and “most comprehensive sources on the movement” (Wolford and Wright 

2003, 356). The book is comprised of a series of interviews between him and Bernardo 

Mançano Fernandes, a Brazilian geographer at the State University of São Paulo 

(UNESP).  

In July of 2006, we had an opportunity to conduct an updated interview with 

Stedile in São Paulo. This interview comes seven years after the publication of Brava 
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Gente, situating the MST within the current Brazilian political setting, and has been 

translated for English speaking audiences. Further, our interview has important 

ramifications for spatial theory and social movements, as our questions to Stedile focused 

upon the importance of space and the movement’s ideological conception of territorial 

occupation. What follows are some excerpts from our hour-long discussion, the entirety 

of which was far too lengthy to be published as an intervention. For an extended, 

continued excerpt from this conversation, please see Garmany and Maia (2007). 

 

João Pedro Stedile: In the political struggle for the land we’re always disputing, like you 

say, a space. For example, we occupy a latifúndio2 that has a power as a place where 

people reside, work, live, and create a family. But in the head of a camponês there 

doesn’t exist this idea of “space.” He thinks, “I want to have a place to live, a place that 

gives me security, where I can raise my family and where no one will bother me.” Then 

the camponês begins to have a small feeling of individual sovereignty: “here I have 

autonomy, here I can develop my production, here I can have my culture, and here I can 

be a person.” This is what’s in his head. And when we go to public spaces, on the 

roadways and city walkways, I think that there’s a mentality within the movement that 

has grown throughout the long period of this political struggle that we always need to go 

with a lot of people. When there are a lot of us, we have the sensation that we can occupy 

that space because deep in that space are the people, and it’s a public space. Now when 

we have only a few people, we’re afraid. We know that it isn’t ours and that there exists 

                                                        
2 A large agricultural estate or plantation. 
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an institutionalized power that controls that space. So the only way that we can secure 

public space is when we have a lot of people. If not, we don’t even try.  

There has also been much debate within the movement in recent years to envision 

schools as a public space, and now we’re also using the expression “occupy” the school. 

Or stated differently, the school is a very public space and the people have the right to 

control it and to guarantee that their children frequent it. This vision of school includes 

not only access to the physical space itself, but to the knowledge of society. So we fight 

so that the children have guaranteed schooling and so that we can also study there. Within 

the movement there is this mentality, this philosophy, that everyone must continually be 

studying. And, for this to happen, we have to occupy the school. 

Jeff Garmany and Flávia Bessa Maia: Then considering this idea of the occupation of 

space, do you think the movement is trying to change, or perhaps reprogram space in this 

way? Is there something that the movement does to try to change the mentality of the 

people within the spaces of the MST? 

JPS: Like I told you before, we don’t have a lot of political debate in terms of the 

significance that a territory or a space has. Still, in the past we looked at a settlement 

mostly as a piece of land to work upon. Now we are taking into account that a settlement 

is more than that: it is a territory where we can have autonomy not only to produce, but 

also to reproduce our culture, our family, and as such, to construct our own values. And 

more recently we have also incorporated this debate together with the fight against 

agribusiness and the transnationals for the control of seeds, for the control of water, and 

for the control of biodiversity. Five, six years ago nobody within the movement 



  248 

considered this issue. Well, international financial capital came to dominate Brazilian 

agriculture and began to dispute the water; it wanted to privatize the water, it wanted to 

import transgenic seeds, it wanted to control biodiversity, and it wanted to take 

possession via patent laws. So the camponês movement reacted and woke up! Now we’re 

realizing that to have control over nature and biodiversity is a very important thing, that 

to have control of the water is a very important thing, and that to have control of the 

seeds is a very important thing. It’s important for autonomy, for the future of the 

movement, and for the future of camponês agriculture as such. So I think that deep down 

these contradictions and this political clash represent a true class struggle. On one side is 

the camponês model, and on the other, the model of agribusiness that is an alliance here 

in Brazil between the large capitalist farmers and the transnationals. There is a permanent 

clash between these two visions of agriculture, and this clash is generating a 

consciousness in the camponês movement that disputing the territory is needed; that it’s 

needed to dispute biodiversity and that it’s needed to have control over these resources 

that should be at everyone’s disposal.  

JG/FBM: In regards to this issue of class struggle, between that of labor and capital, do 

you think there exists for the MST a profound difference, or perhaps an important 

difference, between urban and rural contexts?  

JPS: The majority of the gravest social problems that we have in Brazil are inter-related. 

They have a common cause which is the super-exploitation of labor. Thus, this super-

exploitation, which has increased in the last fifteen years under neoliberalism, has created 

the three principal sicknesses that affect the social body of Brazil. The first is poverty. 
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And what are the origins of poverty? The origins of poverty are in the concentration of 

landed property. It’s in the concentration of the means of production in the city. And if 

you were to look at the owners of the means of production in the city, you’d see that 

they’re also the owners of the land in the countryside. The dominant class is the same. 

It’s been mixed.  

The second sickness is social inequality. Brazil, as you know, has the most 

unequal society on the planet. There’s a tremendous difference between the poor and the 

millionaires here. And it’s getting even worse today. And if you look again to where the 

roots of this inequality are, they’re in the ownership of the land, they’re in the methods of 

production and in the wealth that has been accumulated throughout our history. And now 

it’s getting worse with the third sickness which is unemployment. Unemployment in 

Brazil has transformed into a structural problem. It’s no longer like in the industrial 

capitalism of Marx’s era that earned the nickname “the army of the industrial reserve” 

because it was part of the logic of capitalist accumulation to always have a small, rotating 

contingent that kept salaries low. Not today. Today it’s structural. Twenty to twenty-five 

percent of the Brazilian population cannot find work, which is now common for counties 

on the periphery. And the cause is not an under qualified labor force, it’s the logic of the 

model. In this stage, under this model, you don’t need to exploit the labor of everyone. At 

most they’re exploited for their consumption needs; for them to consume electricity, for 

them to consume water, but not for labor. So, evidently there is an intrinsic tie between 

the problems of the city and the problems of the countryside.  
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In the beginning the MST thought that poverty and social inequality could be 

resolved simply by occupying land and trying to democratize the latifúndio. Now we’re 

being forced to realize that the problem is larger. And as such, the economic model needs 

to change. This is the stage that the Brazilian society is now living in. And right now, we 

have a concrete problem. There is the neoliberal economic model that allows finance 

capital and transnational corporations to dominate our society. So we have to fight that 

and implant another model, or at least a transitional one that fundamentally has at its base 

a solution to the problems of people in society. To guarantee work, guarantee land, 

guarantee shelter, guarantee school. But if the problem nowadays is the model, obviously 

the camponeses alone can’t change it. We are a fragile force. In order for agrarian reform 

to advance in Brazil, so that camponeses can continue to produce, the agribusiness model 

must be knocked out. A change in the model as a whole is needed. So the camponeses 

need to join with the urban social movements, to generate an energy, a confluence of 

forces that permit a revival of the proletariat in Brazilian society and remove this 

minority that is exploiting us even more everyday.  

And so this is where we are today. It explains why the MST continues to occupy 

latifúndios today; latifúndio occupation today, for the rural poor, is necessary for 

survival. If not, they would have to go to the city and that would be the end of them as a 

class. But only occupying latifúndios doesn’t defeat the model. So the MST must combat 

their larger enemy which is the banks, the transnationals, the model itself; we must align 

ourselves with the people of the city. Today we’re putting a lot of energy into 
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constructing spaces of conversation with different social movements, and we’re trying to 

create a unity, not an alliance, but a unity between the various camponês movements.  
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2007 by University of Texas Press. 
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For those concerned with social resistance and civil society, Brazil’s O 

Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (the MST) stands out as one of today’s 

most intriguing social movements. Having emerged towards the end of Brazil’s military 

dictatorship period in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the MST initially formulated to 

address the concerns of Brazil’s camponês2 population. As Brazil moved towards a more 

decentralized form of state democracy, many on the left doubted whether federal 

legislation alone would ever sufficiently address the country’s “landless” issue (where 

millions of agricultural workers lived as peasants, having no ownership of the land they 

lived and worked upon). The primary objective of those within the movement was not 

merely to petition, but to force the federal government to implement what was perceived 

as long overdue agrarian reform measures. The MST quickly gained international fame 

for their land occupation strategies, in which landless camponês families often squatted 

on “unused” sections of agricultural land in an effort to obligate federal agencies to enact 

constitutionally provisioned land reform policies (Fernandes 2000). Currently, as the 

MST still continues to push for agrarian reform in nearly every region of Latin America’s 

largest country, the movement has also become deeply involved in a multitude of other 

political and social debates pertaining to issues of globalization.  

The most publicly recognized figure within the MST today is writer and critic 

João Pedro Stedile. The author and editor of numerous books regarding agrarian reform 

and the MST (Stedile 1997, 1999, 2002, 2005), Stedile has become increasingly critical 

                                                        
2 Rural landless worker – analogous to campesino. 
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in recent years of neoliberal economic policies, globalization discourses, large scale 

agroindustrial practices, and the consolidating networks of global capitalism. We met 

with Stedile at the MST headquarters in São Paulo in July of last year to discuss the 

contemporary state of the movement. What follows is an expanded excerpt from that 

conversation, one begun in truncated form in the journal Antipode (Garmany and Maia 

2007). That interview focused upon the spatial politics of the MST in relation to agrarian 

reform, while this one concerns the MST’s current position within the social, political, 

and economic landscape of modern Brazil. 

 

Jeff Garmany and Flávia Bessa Maia: Considering, as you’ve said before, that many of 

the social problems in Brazil are interrelated, and that the root causes for social inequality 

in the country (rural space) are the same as the ones in the city (urban space), then do you 

think that the MST’s current model of social resistance should also work in the city, that 

it would be effective? 

João Pedro Stedile: Well, the biggest challenge we have in constructing a social 

movement in the city is that the traditional forms of urban organization are already 

insufficient. It’s not that they are disappearing, but that they are insufficient. How do the 

people organize during this period of industrial capitalism? Unions, neighborhood 

associations, and political parties: these three tools, however, are insufficient to organize 

the poor people of the city. So our greatest challenge is to find what forms of 

organization, particularly for young people, will develop a powerful alliance. This 

appears to be the problem that we have in the camponês movement: we have to unite with 
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the city, but when we come here to the city we find that there is no organization in the 

city. We have to first help them organize in order for us to join with them. 

JG/FBM: Well, the movement is growing enormously today, perhaps because it is so 

open to many people. It has even been said that it’s the largest social movement in Latin 

America, which clearly is a sign of success, but does this not also create problems and 

have some drawbacks? 

JPS: Well, first, we don’t like this type of adjective: if it’s the largest in the world, the 

largest in Latin America, this doesn’t do any good. The principal force that we work for 

overall is in the agricultural sector and the camponês movement. We look for solutions to 

the problems we face today, and we find that they’re deeply related to the dilemmas that 

all the componês movements in Latin America and the world face. So in the last five, six 

years, we have continued to strengthen our relations with other camponês movements. 

Always with the spirit to learn, to trade experiences, to search to discover what are the 

solutions to these problems that profoundly affect the small agriculturalists in Canada, the 

United States, Mexico, in Brazil, etc. And they’re the same today, the same problems. 

And as such, if the problems are the same, the solutions should be very similar even 

though each group of people has their own culture, their own idiosyncrasies (rarezas), as 

the Mexicans say. So we have to be open, and we’ve learned that over the years. We’re 

only going to find a real solution if we exchange ideas with others, if we learn with them 

and they learn with us.  

This is what we are constructing together with the other camponês movements in 

Latin America; to have regional agroecology schools like the one we’re building here in 
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Paraná na Lapa, we’re working on one in Venezuela,3 our Nicaraguan companheiros are 

expanding their school for Central America, and we’ll put one together, God willing, in 

Haiti. All this is creating a network for us to train our militantes4 within another vision, 

and to train new agronomists with, as Leonardo Boff 5 said, a more holistic vision, where 

we don’t look at the occupation of land as simply a rational way to produce agricultural 

products and earn money. We look at the land as a necessity for production, we respect 

nature, produce healthy foods, and at the same time reproduce the camponês culture 

which is important for humanity. And with this we don’t stay trapped in this stupid 

economic rationalism of capitalism that only wants to reproduce dollars and more dollars 

and more dollars regardless of the consequences. 

JG/FBM: Returning once again to this question of the struggle between social classes, 

I’ve spoken with many working class people here in Brazil who don’t agree with the 

actions of the MST and don’t like the movement’s ideas. Could you speak a little about 

this, like how the movement is responding to this sentiment, or how the movement 

negotiates these debates and problems?  

 

                                                        
3 For further information regarding the Venezuelan program, please go to 
http://www.landaction.org/display.php?article=325 
 
4 The “worker bees” within the movement that handle much of the day-to-day 
organizational labor. 
 
5 Influential figure for the MST, particularly for his work regarding liberation theology. 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JPS: First, someone who does not live here in Brazil has to understand the historical 

context that we’re living in, and with that, our forum for communicating with people in 

the working class. The history of class struggle here in Brazil is a somewhat recent 

development. It was not until nearly the twentieth century when industrial capitalism was 

implanted and social classes clearly emerged. The real camponês class has existed here 

for 130 years, since abolition, because before that work was done by slaves. And so the 

camponês class in Brazil is a relatively young class, it has only 130 years of history, as 

opposed to Mexico where campesinos have been around for 500, maybe even 1,000 

years.  

Here in Brazil the struggle between classes has always, like in other countries, 

gone in waves. Here there was a period of roughly fifteen to twenty years when the 

proletariat gained strength, disputing the agenda of the dominant class, and then a 

subsequent reflux in the proletariat masses. What’s the period that we’re living in today? 

It’s the reflux of the proletariat. We had a great rising that was the origin of the MST, the 

CUT6, and the PT7 that occurred between 1978 and 1989. The population mobilized, the 

working class accumulated strength and ideology, and this permitted the removal of the 

military dictatorship, it permitted us to have a campaign for human rights, and it 

permitted the construction of Lula’s image in 1989. In ’89 we had a whole series of 

                                                        
6 Central Única dos Trabalhadores (Unique Workers Center), the chief Brazilian union 
federation founded in 1983. 
 
7 Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers Party); leftist political party founded in 1980. 
Elected in 2002, Brazil’s current president Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva is the most 
recognizable face of the PT. 
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projects, but they were defeated. And it was then that neoliberalism was implanted, with 

Collor8 and the two terms of Fernando Henrique Cardoso.9  

Well, since 1990 the strength of the working class has declined. The people have 

become apathetic, they feel defeated. It’s a generation that has historically been defeated, 

and the CUT losses strength, the PT loses mysticism, and we don’t know what will 

happen to the MST. By the logic of class struggle the MST should already have been 

defeated, like how CONTAG10 was defeated. CONTAG doesn’t count for very much in 

terms of class struggle today in Brazil. It’s not because it doesn’t exist, CONTAG has, I 

don’t know, 5,000 unions. It exists, but the bourgeoisie controls it because CONTAG has 

no ideology. Well, we have ideology, we have an agenda, we want to defeat this 

economic model and implant another! But with this slump of the proletariat, it’s like you 

have to row against the current. You have to survive, resist, and this is what The Landless 

Movement is doing. We’re resisting and holding onto the flag, “agrarian reform is 

possible, socialism is possible, the land must be distributed!” But we know that we don’t 

have much strength because of this slump. In this slump who has hegemony in society? 

The dominant class! And everything it says turns to gold, everything it says becomes the 

truth, whichever idiot who says some stupid thing on the television is right because they 

                                                        
8 President of Brazil from 1990-92 who resigned while facing impeachment hearings for 
charges of corruption.  
 
9 President of Brazil from 1995-2003 who instituted the “Real” economic plan. 

10 Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores na Agricultura (National Confederation of 
Agricultural Workers), a confederation of various agricultural unions founded in 1964. 
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have hegemony. So they convince the others. This is the period that we’re living right 

now.  

We’re conscious of the fact that the urban masses where the Brazilian people are 

concentrated suffer from these perverse ideological influences. They don’t have a clear 

vision for where to go, they are unorganized, and they are not involved in political debate 

regarding the future. And evidently, in relation to what they hear about the MST, they 

always repeat what they hear from the dominant class. It’s not their true sentiment. But 

the poor young people will one day discover a tool, or maybe the unions will reemerge. It 

doesn’t matter how, but the young people will organize. And when the youth organize, 

and the proletariat rises again here in Brazil, they’ll remember that the MST was right. 

Right now we don’t want to be famous, we’re not worried about what they think of us at 

this time. We’re concerned with whether or not our proposal is suited for reality and for a 

better future. The most efficient advertisement we have is in our struggles. When we go 

to the streets, whether they want to or not, the bourgeoisie has to talk about us. They say 

bad things, but they talk. They’re obligated to talk about us. When we did the march to 

Brasilia, over twenty days, they had to talk about us.11 They’re critical, that’s fine, but 

they have to talk. So in regards to communication and how we’re perceived by the 

Brazilian people, what we need is to gather our strength again, to unite with the other 

movements so that the process of communication to the masses is more effective. Doing 

                                                        
11 March that took place in April and May of 2005, included 12,726 MST participants 
who walked over 200 kilometers from Goiania to Brasilia to raise awareness for agrarian 
reform. 
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radio programs, alternative television programs, and using the Internet more effectively 

really work to strengthen this. Still, our biggest problem today, which is the biggest 

challenge to the entire left in terms of communication, is the television. Television is the 

only true instrument of mass communication in modern society today, and it’s expensive. 

We can’t afford to create an alternative television channel at this time. So this is a real 

dilemma, a serious dilemma for everyone, not just the MST. 

JG/FBM: If indeed we’re currently in, as you say, a period of decline for proletariat mass 

movements, then wouldn’t Lula’s victory in 2002 indicate a significant change? 

JPS: The great Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm once made an interesting commentary. 

He said that throughout the twentieth century not one leftist party won an election during 

a period of decline for the proletariat masses. According to this, the fact that Lula won 

here in Brazil appears difficult to explain. So what explains it? Was it a change in his 

discourse? Well, he didn’t introduce any debate or any projects during the election. His 

platform was of peace and love. The people voted for him looking to the past. They were 

tired of the neoliberal Cardoso agenda, so they voted for the guy that for twenty years had 

been fighting with us and for labor. But they forgot to check-in with him! He had already 

shifted his agenda. And the other thing that’s now evident is that parts of the dominant 

class in Brazil, the neoliberals, were wary of the revolts in Argentina, so they aligned 

with Lula. Being so close, the neoliberal crisis in Argentina really scared a lot of people 

within the dominant Brazilian classes. They were worried the same thing might happen 

here, and it actually did. If Serra had won the election (in 2002), if he had imbedded 

Brazil even further in neoliberal economic policies, and that’s exactly what’s happened 
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here in São Paulo with Alckmin,12 the entire country could go the way Argentina did. 

You can write that. 

So Lula won the election during this era of a weakened proletariat, but truthfully 

it’s not the Lula from 1989; now it’s another Lula. Deep down it’s not the left who won 

the election, you can see it. It’s been transformed into an ambiguous government. Sure, 

there are leftists within the government, and we support it because it’s better than having 

a right-leaning government, but Lula’s administration is not a leftist one. It has some on 

the left, some on the right, and some in the center.  

But now I’ll defend Lula, because it’s short-sighted for us throw the blame on 

him, saying that Lula’s done nothing. Deep down the government is like a mirror that 

reflects society. And if in society the working class is weak, if it’s in reflux, a leftist 

government can’t advance its agenda. Look at Venezuela: why hasn’t Chávez been able 

to realize his proposed agenda? Because the only real force that he has behind him is the 

military. The Venezuelan people are still disorganized. So nothing happens when Chávez 

says “Let’s work for agrarian reform!” Where are the campesinos of Venezuela? 

Completely disorganized! We’re the ones who are actually there! We’re trying to help the 

campesinos saying “Look folks, stop waiting for Chávez! Are you going to occupy the 

land or are you going to wait for Chávez to come here and do it for you?” 

                                                        
12 Governor of the state of São Paulo at the time this interview was conducted, and the 
presidential candidate from the Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (Brazil Social 
Democracy Party – the PSDB) in the 2006 election. The PSDB is currently the main 
political rival of the PT. 
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So in relation to Lula, of course there’s been an ideological metamorphosis since 

he’s become a larger political leader. I’m not absolving him of his responsibility, but 

Lula’s administration hasn’t been able to make changes because of the reflux in the 

proletariat that hasn’t yet reversed. We didn’t count on this. We thought that a simple 

electoral victory would give a shock to the masses, as it did with our base. During the 

first year of Lula’s presidency we had 250,000 families set up encampments 

(assentamentos). We thought this was it, the time had come! And it hadn’t. It was really 

frustrating. Of the 250,000 families we had encamped, 100,000 left and went home. They 

saw that things weren’t changing like they had hoped. But if Lula had settled those 

250,000 families, then the next year we would have had 500,000, you see? This is the 

greatest challenge that we face today: we’re waiting around, seeing if the government 

will do this or that instead of just acting on our own. And of course it’s better that Lula be 

reelected than to have Alckmin win. Obviously we’ll vote for Lula, but real change will 

only come with the process of organization among the people and the rising of the 

proletariat. This is the only chance we have. You’ll still have plenty to write about before 

we re-shape Brazil. 

JG/FBM: If there really is a slump in proletariat masses today in Brazil, then outside of 

the camponês base, where else does the MST find support? 

JPS: The people that are socially conscious in Brazilian society, the same people that at 

some level understand the importance of organization, they like the MST. They’re 

actually the only reason that the MST still exists. If it was only our organized base, the 

pressure from the right would be too strong. Their anger towards us is enormous. But the 
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people that are socially conscious and have some type of organizational skills in the city 

often defend us, they like us a lot. This helps to create the structural support that defends 

us. And the intellectuals, the left likes us because, you’ve probably read this in Brava 

Gente,13 because we’re a novelty in the camponês world. We’re able to incorporate in the 

camponês movement organizational principals that come from the working class more 

than anything. The camponês movements that you’ve probably studied a lot, in all of 

Latin America, were always spontaneous movements-- mass ones, sometimes radical, but 

without consistent organizational and ideological principals. The novelty of the MST is 

that it cultivates the generosity of the camponês, that radicalism of the camponês, that 

spirit of sacrifice that the camponês has. We join this, what comes from our culture, with 

organizational principals. It gives a tradition to the working class to change capitalism. 

What traditions? Love, learning, discipline, respect for the collective, always work 

together, don’t think that you’re more important than the others, leadership, and freedom. 

And this is what makes up the MST.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
13 Book published in 1999 by João Pedro Stedile and Bernardo Mançano Fernandes 
detailing the historical origins and rise of the MST, as well as providing a description of 
the movement’s characteristics (Editora da Fundação Perseu Abramo, São Paulo, Brazil: 
www.fpabramo.org.br – R$20.00). 
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Introdução 

 Em setembro de 2000 vim para o Brasil pela primeira vez. Eu tinha vinte anos de 

idade, estava estudando antropologia na universidade de Colorado nos E.U.A., e vim para 

morar quatro meses, participando de um projeto de intercâmbio, na cidade de Fortaleza. E 

estava, embora não soubesse na época, totalmente despreparado: eu não conhecia 

ninguém, não falava a língua portuguesa, e não sabia nada da cultura brasileira. Minhas 

expectativas eram simples porque, realmente, eu não tinha a mínima noção da situação 

com a qual me depararia. O processo de ‘adaptação cultural’ muitas vezes era difícil, e 

ainda é, esse processo nunca tem fim. Mas eu estudava a língua portuguesa, e trabalhava 

formas de adaptação à cultura local. Depois de quatro meses, voltei para os E.U.A., mas 

minhas experiências de intercâmbio criavam mudanças permanentes em mim, e ao longo 

da década seguinte, voltei várias vezes ao Brasil. Não dá para contar a história na íntegra, 

mas este documento representa a culminação desta viagem pessoal, durante a qual 

aprendia bastante sobre países, pessoas, culturas e amizades.   

 Meu nome é Jeff Garmany, e nove anos depois da minha primeira visita ao Brasil, 

voltei a Fortaleza para terminar a minha pesquisa de doutorado em geografia. A história 

desta pesquisa começa, exatamente, em 2005, quando vim à Fortaleza para desenvolver a 

minha pesquisa de mestrado. Estive investigando a reforma agrária no Ceará, e precisei 

de um lugar para ficar, um amigo juntamente com a família dele me ofereceram a 

hospedagem, e dessa forma, cheguei à Colônia, uma das comunidades do Grande 
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Pirambu, pela primeira vez.1 Completei a minha pesquisa sobre a reforma agrária 

(Garmany 2006, 2008, Garmany & Maia 2007, 2008), mas também fiquei muito 

interessado nas questões das comunidades do Pirambu. Então, em 2006 e 2007, ganhei 

duas bolsas acadêmicas para pesquisar os efeitos do projeto Costa Oeste (hoje conhecido 

como Vila do Mar), e voltei para a Colônia, investigando os impactos da obra na 

comunidade. Percebi a comunidade muita dividida sobre essa questão, então, desisti de 

perguntar se o bairro seria beneficiado ou não, e comecei a questionar como a 

comunidade era organizada politicamente. Em 2008, novamente fui agraciado com uma 

bolsa de estudos dessa vez da Fundação Nacional da Ciência (E.U.A.), e em janeiro de 

2009 voltei novamente para a Colônia para investigar a questão de governança e coesão 

social nos bairros da periferia de Fortaleza. O Grande Pirambu tem uma história 

riquíssima de mobilização e solidariedade, e o que a minha pesquisa sobre Costa Oeste 

revelou é que a organização social na comunidade, atualmente, está mudando em vários 

aspectos como: uma Fortaleza que entra no século XXI.  

Fortaleza, Pirambu, e comunidades carentes no Brasil contemporâneo 

 Localizado no noroeste da periferia da cidade de Fortaleza (fig. 1), o bairro 

conhecido como Pirambu começava a ser ocupado por trabalhadores de baixa renda na 

primeira parte do século XX. Na década de trinta, muitas famílias já estavam morando no 

Pirambu, uma área litorânea caracterizada por dunas e lagoinhas. A área continuava a 

crescer rapidamente, com a chegada de muitas famílias do interior e de outras partes da 

                                                        
1  Para proteger os interesses dos participantes da pesquisa, não revelo nomes de pessoas nem lugares 
específicos neste documento. 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cidade mudando-se para o bairro. Trinta anos depois, embora, na década de sessenta, a 

comunidade ainda não era incorporada pelo município e faltava infra-estrutura básica. 

Organizada principalmente pela Igreja Católica, moradores marcharam em direção à 

prefeitura de Fortaleza em janeiro de 1962, e conseguiram, finalmente, a instalação de 

serviços públicos e o direito legal ao uso da terra (Costa 1999). Com essa vitória, a área 

continuaria a ser povoada durante as décadas seguintes, expandindo extensivamente entre 

as áreas conhecidas, hoje, como o Cristo Redentor e a Barra do Ceará. 

 

Fig. 1 – Região metropolitana de Fortaleza. 
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Hoje é difícil dizer exatamente, o número de moradores do Grande Pirambu tem 

em media as 250,000 moradores. A comunidade situa-se na periferia da cidade, e a 

maioria das pessoas são de classe média, trabalhadora, e classe baixa. A área mantém o 

estigma de local perigoso e marginalizado. Muitas pessoas ainda moram em áreas de 

risco, e como muitos bairros na periferia da cidade, o Pirambu tem uma história de 

ocupação e resistência (ou seja, uma reputação como favela). Mas o Pirambu mantém 

também ‘a fama’ de ser politicamente engajado, principalmente, devido ao grande 

número de associações de bairro existentes. Além de ser muito conhecido pelos artistas e 

artesões que produzem ativamente no bairro, dando cores e sons únicos às suas ruas (fig. 

2). Atualmente, o Grande Pirambu resiste, principalmente, como uma comunidade 

residencial, com uma mistura de casas e apartamentos, escolas e igrejas, restaurantes e 

lojinhas, trabalhadores e famílias. 

 

Fig. 2 – Pintura original do Chico da Silva, artista do Pirambu. 
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 Embora o Pirambu seja considerado um bairro da ‘periferia,’ como uma área 

‘marginalizada’ e ‘distinta,’ segundo as estatísticas, a realidade pirambuense caracteriza a 

realidade de muitos brasileiros da atualidade (Gynne & Kay 2004). Escreve Mike Davis 

(2006), quase sessenta milhões de brasileiros moram em favelas, e este número está 

crescendo a cada ano. As localidades classificadas como favelas brasileiras carregam 

vários estereótipos no mundo de hoje, principalmente, pela reputação de áreas de 

narcotráfico (Burgos 1998; Mafra 1998). De fato, muitos pesquisadores acadêmicos 

focalizam este assunto, mostrando como favelas perdem seus vínculos com órgãos oficias 

do governo quando elas acabam sendo controladas pelas gangues e traficantes (Goldstein 

2003; Leeds 1996). Mais simples ainda, a opinião geral é que dentro desses espaços, a lei 

– se existe – tem uma aparência muito diferente da existente nos bairros de classe média e 

alta (e.g., O’Donnell 1993; Raufer 2006).  

Mas quase todas essas pesquisas são provenientes do Rio de Janeiro ou de São 

Paulo (Fernandes 2005; Gay 1994), onde a situação atual é muito diferente da realidade 

da maioria das cidades brasileiras. Ainda inexplorados, bairros como o Grande Pirambu 

em Fortaleza, ou seja, comunidades com características mais comuns às demais periferias 

urbanas do Brasil, socialmente e politicamente estruturadas. Para entender a realidade de 

tantas pessoas morando em situações precárias, e também para trabalhar juntamente com 

comunidades carentes com o intuito de ajudar, nós não precisamos de mais estudos das 

favelas (in)famosas do Rio de Janeiro e São Paulo: ao contrário, nós precisamos olhar as 

comunidades como Pirambu, e tentar entender como governança (e.g., organização sócio-

política, a lei, etc.) continua a existir em áreas em que falta muito da presença do governo 
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oficial (e.g., em termos de recursos urbanos, etc.). Esta pesquisa é uma tentativa nesta 

direção, começando a explicar como a governança que existe num lugar como o Grande 

Pirambu é formulada sem uma presença consistente e constante do governo. 

A pesquisa e a coleta de dados 

 Como já abordei, esta pesquisa começava, exatamente, em 2005. Quando morei 

algum tempo no bairro da Colônia, e foi então que fiquei interessado pelas questões 

enfrentadas pela comunidade do Pirambu. Por isso, eu voltei em 2006 e 2007, 

principalmente, para investigar o progresso do projeto Costa Oeste e para entender como 

os moradores estavam se adaptando ou não às mudanças que a obra trazia à comunidade. 

Mas depois, quando refleti sobre os dados dessas pesquisas, percebi que a história do 

Costa Oeste revela um assunto maior considerando a questão de governança, liderança, e 

mobilização na comunidade. Sabe-se que o Pirambu tem uma história de solidariedade e 

mobilização local (Cabanes 2002), mas essa tradição não está sendo totalmente repetida 

no século XXI. Para entender as respostas da comunidade aos processos de 

desenvolvimento, temos que primeiro entender como a comunidade é organizada, hoje, e 

como governança é formulada e mantida no bairro.  

 Para investigar esse assunto, voltei para Colônia em janeiro de 2009 para morar 

seis meses no bairro. Minha metodologia de pesquisa era baseada em técnicas de 

observação participante, ou seja, eu acreditava que o único jeito para entender a realidade 

dos residentes e do bairro seria morar lá, compartilhando e vivendo tudo que acontecia. 

Logo após a minha chegada, comecei a entrevistar os moradores da área, fazendo 

perguntas sobre suas respectivas opiniões a respeito da comunidade, segurança local, 
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polícia, os políticos eleitos, vizinhas, etc. Entender o ponto de vista dos residentes locais 

era um dos meus objetivos primários, o que resultou em oitenta e duas pessoas 

entrevistadas na comunidade do Pirambu. Partindo das entrevistas de moradores, também 

organizei vários pequenos grupos de debate, nesse encontros, apresentei algumas 

questões para quatro ou cinco pessoas e anotei o que eles disseram. Esse método foi 

muito útil, pois os participantes do grupo fizeram perguntas para os outros e conversaram 

sobre vários assuntos, superando, inclusive, as minhas expectativas. Na primeira fase da 

pesquisa, meu objetivo era entender os interesses e os desafios enfrentados pelos 

moradores da comunidade. Em seguida, entrevistei líderes políticos e comunitários.  

 Na segunda fase da pesquisa, entrevistei representantes dos órgãos de governança 

na comunidade: 1) representantes oficiais (deputados, vereadores, policiais, etc.); 2) 

representantes de instituições que participam dos processos de governança e são 

financiadas pelo governo (centros comunitários, escolas, creches, etc.); e 3) 

representantes de instituições locais que participam dos processos de governança mas não 

são financiados pelo governo (ONGs, igrejas, líderes comunitários, etc.). Essas 

entrevistas foram importantes para que eu pudesse entender como a comunidade é 

estruturada politicamente, e também para esclarecer as linhas de comunicação entre os 

moradores da comunidade e das instituições de governança. Em total, fiz vinte e cinco 

dessas entrevistas. E, finalmente, o terceiro componente da pesquisa que envolvia a 

revisão da literatura local (inclusive os jornais), fotografando lugares e eventos, quando 

possível, e conversando com especialistas no assunto (advogados de direitos humanos, 

professores da UFC, etc.). Eu não tive tempo para re-analisar todos estes dados antes que 
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este documento fosse escrito em junho de 2009 (quando tive que voltar para os E.U.A.), 

mas de qualquer forma, os resultados preliminares mostram que, sem dúvida, os 

processos de governança e mobilização social têm mudado bastante nos anos recentes na 

comunidade do Pirambu.  

Uma comunidade em transformação: os resultados preliminares da pesquisa 

Entrevistas com moradores da comunidade 

 Segundo a antropóloga Janice Perlman, que começava a pesquisar as favelas 

cariocas há mais de trinta anos atrás, para os que moram na comunidade, favelas são 

geralmente “segur[os] internamente e relativamente livres de crime e violência 

interpessoal” (1976: 136). E embora o trabalho de vários outros acadêmicos verifique 

essa observação (e.g., Goldstein 2003; Guillermoprieto 1991; Scheper-Hughes 1993), os 

resultados da minha pesquisa no Grande Pirambu mostram uma outra realidade: quando 

perguntados se eles se sentiam “seguros” na comunidade, mais de sessenta por cento dos 

moradores entrevistados responderam que “não,” eles não se sentiam seguros dentro da 

própria comunidade. Mais grave ainda, quase cinquenta por cento dos entrevistados 

reportaram que eles já foram assaltados pelo menos uma vez dentro da comunidade. A 

falta de segurança foi uma das reclamações mais frequentas nas entrevistas (Fig. 3), e 

mesmo que só vinte por cento da população entrevistada confie na polícia para fazer um 

trabalho adequado, muitos falaram que gostariam de ver mais policiamento na área.  
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Fig. 3 – Manifestação na Colônia (6.3.2009) para protestar o assassinato de Gustavo 
Oliveira de Vasconcelos, um bebê de oito meses, morto por uma bala perdida em 
fevereiro de 2009. 
 

Em termos de liderança comunitária, só quarenta por cento das pessoas se 

reportaram a alguém que eles identificariam como líder local (líder comunitário, político, 

líder religioso, etc.). Numa comunidade com tanta tradição de mobilização e auto-

sustentabilidade (Costa 1999), esse indicador é muito relevante, significando que as 

lideranças locais que caracterizavam a comunidade nas décadas passadas não têm uma 

presença tão ampla hoje em dia. Certamente, os processos de organização social entre os 

moradores do Grande Pirambu têm mudado profundamente nos anos recentes. Quando a 

literatura descreve uma longa história de participação e grupos de bairro (e.g., Silva 2002, 

Gondim 2006), durante todas as entrevistas, apenas vinte e dois por cento dos moradores 

reportaram estar participando atualmente de algum tipo de grupo local (grupos 
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comunitários, grupos culturais, grupos religiosos, etc.). Muitos denunciaram as precárias 

condições e a situação atual da comunidade, mas lamentaram que não tinham tempo para 

o trabalho comunitário e/ou que os grupos comunitários raramente realizavam seus 

objetivos.   

 Ao abordarmos a pergunta sobre os políticos, a resposta foi semelhante à resposta 

relacionada à questão de policiamento, aproximadamente oitenta por cento dos 

entrevistados disseram que não acreditam que os políticos eleitos estão preocupados com 

as necessidades da comunidade. Muitos explicaram que esse era um dos principais 

desafios enfrentados pela comunidade hoje, e se o bairro tivesse apenas um líder 

comunitário “correria atrás” de um vereador, e a situação melhoraria. Marca-se uma 

diferença importante entre o Grande Pirambu de hoje e o Grande Pirambu do passado: 

antigamente, um ‘bom’ líder comunitário era alguém que lutava independentemente dos 

políticos e da polícia (Braga & Barreira 1991; Cabanes 2002), mas hoje, um ‘bom’ líder 

comunitário é alguém conectado, paradoxalmente, com as mesmas instituições e 

indivíduos em que ninguém confia (e.g., políticos e policiais). Se no passado os 

pirambuenses preferiam se mobilizar independente do governo para ocupar espaços e 

organizar seus meios de subsistência, hoje, eles preferem trabalhar através dos órgãos do 

governo, direcionando as necessidades da comunidade de uma maneira muito diferente 

da que a comunidade utilizava a vinte anos atrás.   

Entrevistas com representantes de instituições de governança 

 Antes de começar essa pesquisa em janeiro de 2009, imaginava que as 

necessidades da comunidade eram mantidas, principalmente, pelas instituições locais que 
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não recebem financiamento governamental (ONGs, igrejas, líderes comunitários, etc.). 

No passado, pelo menos, a comunidade era organizada dessa forma. Mas o que percebi 

ao longo de minhas entrevistas com representantes de instituições responsáveis por 

governança no Grande Pirambu – também incluídas as entrevistas com políticos 

(vereadores, deputados, etc.), policiais, e representantes de instituições que são 

financiadas pelo governo (centros comunitários, escolas, creches, etc.) – é que a 

organização política, hoje, é muito mais ambígua que a imaginada originalmente.   

 Embora durante as entrevistas com vereadores, deputados, etc., eles me afirmaram 

sobre a “forte” presença política na comunidade, as entrevistas com os pirambuenses 

revelam que a grande maioria dos moradores não acreditam que os políticos eleitos têm a 

mínima preocupação com os problemas do Grande Pirambu. Os moradores geralmente 

consideram os representantes do governo como importantes em termos de recursos 

financeiros, e para subsidiar projetos da prefeitura e do estado, etc. (fig. 4), mas em 

termos de liderança e governança comunitária, poucos residentes identificam os 

representantes governamentais como líderes locais. Em grupos de debate, moradores 

reclamaram a presença de políticos na comunidade, pois afirmam que esse fato complica 

e divide os processos de organização local. Mas esse resultado não me surpreendeu, 

como já havia aprendido: as linhas de comunicação entre o governo e a comunidade não 

são exercidas adequadamente, algo constatado durante a minha pesquisa sobre o Costa 

Oeste. O que me surpreendeu, na verdade, foi o fraquíssimo estado das instituições locais 

no que diz respeito ao não recebimento de financiamentos governamentais, 

principalmente em termos das ONGs e das associações comunitárias. Durante as 
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entrevistas com moradores, quase sessenta por cento dos respondentes disseram não 

conhecer nenhum líder local (líder comunitário, religioso, político, cultural, etc.). 

Embora, hoje existam várias igrejas na comunidade, diferentemente do existente no 

passado, havia uma relevante representação comunitária e religiosa. Poucos moradores 

pensam nas suas igrejas quando pensam em liderança comunitária.  

 

Fig. 4 – Encontro entre moradores e vereadores nas ruas do Pirambu.  

Em muitas áreas da comunidade, as associações de moradores são quase esquecidas, e os 

relacionamentos entre as ONGs do Pirambu são problemáticos e, infelizmente, 

frequentemente caracterizados pela competição em vez da solidariedade. Por isso, talvez, 
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muitas ONGs não durem muito tempo, e talvez explique também por que poucas pessoas 

consideram as ONGs componentes integrais na liderança do bairro.2 

 Considerando governança e organização comunitária, salvo o fato de não 

afirmarmos que as instituições comunitárias financiadas pelo governo (centros 

comunitários, escolas, creches, etc.) fazem a ‘verdadeira liderança’ da comunidade, em 

termos de serviços e relatórios comunitários, são essas instituições que se sobressaem 

mais que as outras, em termos de serviços oferecidos. Primeiro, essas organizações estão 

geralmente melhor conectadas com outras organizações do bairro (inclusive órgãos 

governais), e têm recursos financeiros mais garantidos que as ONGs. Segundo, 

diferentemente dos políticos, os funcionários dessas instituições geralmente moram na 

área local, e por isso, entendem melhor as necessidades da comunidade. E finalmente, a 

importância dessas instituições é profunda: quando fecham as escolas, as creches, os 

centros comunitários, etc., os efeitos são graves, e muitos na comunidade sofrem.  

                                                        
2 É importante explicar essa generalização: embora estes problemas caracterizem muitas ONGs. 
Atualmente, nem todas as ONGs no Grande Pirambu estão aflitas por essas chagas. Por exemplo, ONGs 
como Emaús, Femocopi, 4 Varas, Anjos de Deus, etc., ainda fornecem a comunidade serviços 
fundamentais. 
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Fig. 5 – Os problemas de saneamento básico, aumentados pela chuva.  

Caso os vereadores resolvessem paralisar suas atividades, poucos no Pirambu saberiam a 

não ser que a notícia fosse veículada pela televisão. As ONGs, também, vêm e 

desaparecem, e poucos notam. Mas feche uma creche pública, por exemplo, e logo os 

moradores do Pirambu sentirão os efeitos. Novamente, não se pode dizer que a liderança 

da comunidade é representada apenas por essas instituições, mas acredito que os serviços 

dessas instituições são muito mais importantes para a comunidade agora do que em 

qualquer outro momento do passado. E para entender como a comunidade está 

estruturada atualmente, temos que notar o trabalho dessas organizações e os respectivos 

impactos dentro do Pirambu.   

Entendendo governança no Grande Pirambu  

As instituições de governança  

 Para entender a governança no Grande Pirambu, iniciarei abordando as principais 

relações mantidas entre os moradores da comunidade e os políticos eleitos. Normalmente, 
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as responsabilidades pelos serviços básicos e infra-estrutura urbana numa área como o 

Grande Pirambu, são divididas entre o governo do estado e a prefeitura municipal, com 

vários recursos financeiros fornecidos pelo governo federal. Essa divisão de 

responsabilidades em relação às políticas públicas municipais e estaduais gera grande 

burocracia, o que dificulta a organização urbana: a prefeitura na capital cearense tem 

dividida a área metropolitana em seis zonas para facilitar a administração e execução de 

serviços municipais. Segundo o protocolo, essas Secretarias Executivas Regionais (SER) 

servem como o primeiro ponto de contato entre o cidadão e o governo municipal: 

teoricamente, fortalezenses reportam para sua SER local para negociar suas necessidades 

em referência à saúde, educação, assistência social, meio-ambiente e infra-estrutura 

urbana.  

 Na atualidade, entretanto, muitos preferem usar outros meios para sanar suas 

dificuldades. Por exemplo, segundo os resultados das entrevistas, o caminho para o 

desenvolvimento comunitário mais conhecido é através de solicitações aos vereadores 

municipais. Tecnicamente, vereadores são responsáveis por projetos comunitários dentro 

da cidade, e moradores votam nos candidatos que eles acreditam que irão realizar os 

maiores benefícios em suas comunidades. Idealmente, vereadores lutam principalmente 

pelos que votam neles. Mas é interessante saber que, por lei, os vereadores têm poucas 

responsabilidades para com os que votam neles. Por exemplo, vereadores não têm 

nenhuma obrigação em termos de recursos financeiros, mesmo que eles façam promessas 

específicas durante suas campanhas. Talvez fosse diferente se cada vereador fosse 

responsável por uma área geográfica específica (e tivesse que representar os interesses 
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dos moradores naquela área), mas segunda a constituição atual, um vereador representa 

todos os habitantes da cidade, sendo rico ou pobre, e mesmo que tenham necessidades 

divergentes.  

 Um outro caminho para o desenvolvimento dos bairros carentes como o Grande 

Pirambu é através das ONGs, igrejas, e líderes locais. Como eu já mencionei, o Grande 

Pirambu tem uma longa história de movimentos populares, e até vinte anos atrás, foi 

assim que a comunidade cresceu (Matos 1998). Hoje, entretanto, esses órgãos não estão 

tão fortes ou respeitados na comunidade, e as razões são muitas: problemas de corrupção 

entre as lideranças, competição em vez de cooperação entre elas, falta de recursos 

financeiros, etc. Religião é um outro fator importante, e a comunidade hoje é muito mais 

diversa religiosamente que nas décadas passadas (Berreira 1998). Mesmo a igreja 

católica, que era o centro de mobilização nos anos setenta, não esta tão envolvida em 

questões sociais como estava no passado. Um outro fator que está atrapalhando os 

movimentos populares na comunidade é a crise econômica global: muitas ONGs em 

comunidades como o Pirambu recebem dinheiro de outros países, e com a crise, recursos 

estrangeiros estão desaparecendo. Talvez as respostas dos moradores sobre liderança 

comunitária reflitam esses fatores, e comecem a explicar porque as raízes de governança 

local atualmente estão localizadas em instituições diferentes. 

 Sem dúvida, as instituições comunitárias que são financiadas pelo governo (por 

exemplo, centros comunitários, postos de saúde, creches, etc.) trouxeram muitas 

mudanças para o Pirambu. Há vinte anos, muitos serviços que hoje estão disponíveis nem 

existiam. Hoje, muitas casas que permanecem na área oeste do Cristo Redentor também 
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foram construídas nas duas últimas décadas. E o que significa tudo isso para o Grande 

Pirambu de hoje? Os serviços do governo que hoje existem na comunidade ainda não são 

suficientes para a população. Se no passado faltava quase tudo, mas os pirambuenses não 

confiavam no governo para fornecer nada, e não estavam dependentes da prefeitura para 

os serviços a que, como brasileiros, eles realmente teriam direito. Num processo muito 

interessante, com o fim da ditadura militar na década de oitenta, havia espaço para a 

democracia no Brasil, e como os partidos políticos cresciam em torno da década de 

noventa, comunidades como o Pirambu foram batizadas com a infra-estrutura política que 

caracteriza cidades como Fortaleza no século XXI. Como o Pirambu era incorporado 

politicamente à região metropolitana, e vários políticos olhariam para a comunidade 

como uma área estratégica pelo elevado número de votos (Fig. 6), a autonomia que 

existia antes começava a evaporar: instituições governamentais começavam a fornecer os 

serviços que antes a comunidade tinha que auto-gerir, líderes comunitários começavam a 

trabalhar com o governo em vez de lutar autonomamente, e os movimentos populares 

perderam sua força em favor dos processos políticos regularizados (Braga & Berreira 

1991; Berrira 1998; Gondim 2004).  
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Fig. 6 – Políticos na manifestação contra a violência acometida ao bebê Gustavo.  

Mas a transformação do Grande Pirambu não era tão simples. Embora vários 

serviços governamentais começassem a chegar à comunidade nos anos noventa, a 

população crescia bastante, e os problemas da área naturalmente aumentavam. Esse era o 

ponto crucial do problema: dez anos depois que a comunidade começava realmente a 

estar incorporada à rede metropolitana, os pirambuenses delegaram ao governo, de quem 

era de direito, o que ele sempre fora obrigado a fazer. Mas as necessidades eram muitas, e 

a presença do governo ainda pouca. Obviamente o sistema de governança que começava 

a emergir durante a década de noventa (o mesmo que existe hoje e é notavelmente 

diferente do existente nos anos oitenta e anteriormente) não se trata simplesmente do 

produto de uma presença aumentada de instituições governamentais. Como muitos 
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pirambuenses me relataram ao longo dessa pesquisa, a comunidade precisa de uma 

presença governamental mais ampla e eficaz. Então, é percebível que a governança não 

proveniente simplesmente de instituições, sejam governamentais ou não-governamentais. 

Ela resulta também das ações das pessoas. De fato, numa comunidade como o Grande 

Pirambu, governança é formulada e mantida principalmente pelos próprios moradores. O 

que é interessante investigar são as origens do protocolo que interligam os moradores da 

comunidade.  

As praticas da comunidade 

 Em muitos aspetos, a governança que existe na comunidade do Grande Pirambu 

começa e termina com as ações das pessoas. Por exemplo, para evitar assalto, muitas 

pessoas me contaram que elas tomam medidas pessoais para limitar o perigo (e.g., 

pessoas não usam telefones celulares na rua, não usam jóias que chamariam muita 

atenção, não andam com muito dinheiro na bolsa, etc.). Ao invés de confiarem nos 

instrumentos de segurança pública (e.g., a polícia), praticam vários métodos em busca de 

segurança pessoal. Numa outra perspectiva, quando numa comunidade mais rica os 

residentes podem confiar que a infra-estrutura básica do seu bairro será mantida pelo 

governo, no Grande Pirambu, residentes frequentemente buscam outras maneiras (ou 

‘jeitinhos’) para resolver suas necessidades (fig. 7). Organização social em comunidades 

carentes existe, sem dúvida, mas não é cultivada pelas mesmas forças que permanecem 

em comunidades mais ricas (e.g., uma presença ampliada do governo, policiamento 

adequado, etc.). 
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Fig. 7 – Os problemas de esgoto resolvidos por cidadão.  

Para os que acreditam que as pessoas ‘naturalmente’ seguem as normas da 

comunidade, e ‘inevitavelmente’ convivem com os outros que os cercam e adaptam-se, 

os resultados dessa pesquisa mostram que isso não se concretiza. Repetidamente, 

moradores reclamaram dos vizinhos, dizendo que um dos maiores problemas da 

comunidade é a falta de respeito e de conscientização, o que atrapalha a convivência 

coletiva (Fig. 8). Alguns problemas abordados: lixo na rua, som alto, crianças na rua em 

vez de estarem na escola, violência, drogas, etc., os sinais de uma comunidade fraturada 

são óbvios. Mais simples ainda, o que muitos realmente lamentam é a falta de governança 

no seu bairro, desejando que a coesão social seja mais forte e mais consistente entre todos 

os residentes da área. Se todos tivessem mais conscientização, disseram muitos, o Grande 

Pirambu seria melhor. 
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Fig. 8 – Lixo deixado por residentes locais.  

Mas considerando a falta de recursos governamentais na comunidade, é 

importante notar a quantidade de organização social e ordem legal (ou seja, governança) 

que realmente existe, embora o estado no presente de governança deixe muito a desejar. 

Ao contrário de uma comunidade rica, os recursos que formulam conscientização nas 

pessoas são fracos; em muitos casos, esses recursos são realmente diferentes nas 

comunidades carentes. Em comunidades como o Pirambu, segurança pública é mantida 

por pessoas sentadas na calçada, que servem como câmeras de segurança. A quantidade 

de igrejas é elevada na periferia da cidade, e dento delas as pessoas estão sob processos 

normativos em vários aspectos. Raramente aparecem representantes da prefeitura ou do 

governo do estado nessas comunidades, mas pessoas aprendem a combater a dengue; 

vacinam suas crianças, e reportam o crime pela televisão. De uma certa forma, embora 

faltem as matérias de governança no Grande Pirambu (e.g., infra-estrutura urbana, postos 
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de saúde suficientes, boas escolas, policiamento adequado), as práticas de governança 

mesmo assim existem: a grande maioria das pessoas são bons cidadãos, e apesar da falta 

de recursos governamentais, elas sabem como se compõem igualmente aos residentes dos 

bairros mais ricos (Garmany 2009).   

Um exemplo disso é mostrado diretamente nas entrevistas. Vinte ou trinta anos 

atrás, pirambuenses não ligavam para a polícia. Fosse um problema simples ou grave, 

ligar para a polícia não era uma prática local. Mas em 2009, quando perguntei aos 

moradores do Pirambu se eles ligariam para a polícia se tivessem um problema (e.g., se 

eles fossem assaltados), setenta por cento dos entrevistados responderem que “sim,” eles 

ligariam para a polícia (fig. 9). E lembrando que oitenta por cento das mesmas pessoas 

disseram que eles não confiam na polícia, pois há relatos de corrupção e abuso de poder 

evidenciados pelos moradores, esse dado estatístico é importante: ainda que bem poucos 

acreditem que não adiantaria ligar para a polícia, uma maioria esmagadora ainda ligaria.  
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Fig. 9 – Ronda do Quarteirão solicitado pela comunidade. 

Se governança significa um sistema básico de organização social e práticas generalizadas 

obedecidas pela maioria da população, então podemos dizer que, sem dúvida, o conceito 

de governança está atual no Grande Pirambu. Apesar de o governo não ter uma presença 

forte em termos de recursos materias e que a população local não confie no governo nem 

na polícia, durante os últimos vinte anos, o governo tem ocupado o corpo social da 

comunidade. A prova encontra-se na ações das pessoas, nos relacionamentos com 

representantes e instituições do governo, e na forma com a qual a comunidade mobiliza e 

responde às necessidades e problemas locais. Por um lado, a presença do governo na 

comunidade é insatisfatória, mas por outro lado, podemos dizer que a comunidade hoje é 

‘governanda’ pelo governo, isto é, permanece passiva diante da inserção de políticas 
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públicas favoráveis. No passado, a comunidade era muito mais autônoma e atuante 

(Garmany 2009). Num processo complexo, envolvendo projetos políticos, a imigração de 

moradores novos, a transformação religiosa, e tecnologias novas (e.g., pavimentação de 

ruas, a crescimento de televisão), o Grande Pirambu mudava de uma comunidade 

governada pelos movimentos populares para uma comunidade governada pelo governo 

oficial. O que é triste e irônico sobre esta mudança, entretanto, é que apesar dos esforços 

heróicos de muitos pirambuenses, o Grande Pirambu continua no século XXI enfrentando 

novos problemas tão graves como os que enfrentara no passado.  

Conclusões: a presença do governo na comunidade 

 A intenção desta pesquisa não é julgar os esforços dos moradores do Pirambu, 

nem afirmar se as ações do governo são ‘boas’ ou ‘más.’ Eu deixo essa análise para as 

pessoas que moram na comunidade, para quem tem um futuro na cidade de Fortaleza, e 

para quem entende ‘seu lar’ muito melhor que eu. O objetivo desta pesquisa era entender 

a organização social e política no Grande Pirambu, e de que forma a infra-estrutura sócio-

político é mantida, considerando a falta notável de recursos governamentais. Descobri 

que durante os últimos vinte anos, o governo tem engravidado a comunidade não 

simplesmente com instituições governamentais (salvo que essas instituições façam parte 

do processo), mas também pelo tipo de relação exercida entre o governo e a comunidade, 

e pelas práticas dos moradores locais. A evidência do governo não é revelada através de 

recursos materiais, mas nas ações dos pirambuenses e na maneira que a governança 

continua a persistir na comunidade. No passado, líderes comunitários lutavam 

independentemente da prefeitura; hoje, eles trabalham juntos com os vereadores, 
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inclusive como assessores parlamentares. Também no passado, pirambuenses não 

utilizavam serviços de segurança pública e ligar para a polícia era incomum; hoje, eles 

ligam quando precisam. Essas mudanças talvez pareçam pequenas, mas são significativas 

para entender como a comunidade está estruturada atualmente. São importantíssimas, 

pois mostram que o governo tem encontrado uma outra maneira para ‘governar’ 

comunidades carentes – uma maneira que não exige muitos recursos financeiros os quais 

são realmente necessários a essas comunidades – e que, talvez, a presença do governo 

nessas áreas possa ser mais ampla que o imaginado à primeira vista.  

 Eu, certamente não sou o primeiro pesquisador a notar essa mudança em sistemas 

de governança (e.g., Legg 2005; Outtes 2003; Painter 2006, Secor 2007). Segundo 

Michel Foucault (1991, 1995, 2004), essa tendência, de fato, caracteriza o poder político 

contemporâneo. Mas este projeto está longe de terminar. Os resultados neste ensaio são 

preliminares, e terei ainda muito a considerar no próximo ano. Mais relevantes são as 

vidas dos residentes do Grande Pirambu, onde as necessidade são constantes. Os 

problemas de drogas, e particularmente, cocaína (‘crack’), estão crescendo nos bairros da 

periferia de Fortaleza, e se uma resposta efetiva não estiver desenvolvida rapidamente, os 

futuros dessas comunidades estarão em perigo. Como escrevi anteriormente, para 

resolver esses problemas, precisamos entender claramente os desafios e as realidades dos 

moradores em comunidades como o Pirambu. Ninguém entende a situação atual do bairro 

melhor que os próprios residentes, e se não houver comunicação e ações efetivas 

desenvolvidas entre políticos, planejadores e comunidades, a realidade do futuro 

provavelmente refletirá a realidade do passado e do presente.  
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