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“Quanta glória pressinto em meu futuro! 
Que aurora de porvir e que manhã! 
Eu perdera chorando essas coroas, 
Se eu morresse amanhã!” 

 
- Álvares de Azevedo, Se 

Eu Morresse Amanhã 

“War, children, it’s just a shot away 
It’s just a shot away 
Gimme, gimme shelter  
Or else I’m gonna fade away” 
 

- Mick Jagger & Keith 
Richards, Gimme Shelter 
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Introduction 

Residents of Brazil’s favelas (and other slum-like urban settlements, which 

will be distinguished below) exist in a strange limbo of legality. They often have 

no title to the lands they occupy, their living is often made in informal economies, 

and they are often subject to the authority of violent gangs or ineffective and 

corrupted police forces, judiciaries, and political institutions. Because these 

settlements are associated with “illegality” in its most comprehensive sense, 

there have been many efforts to eradicate them from cities like Rio de Janeiro 

and São Paulo, especially since the ascendance of powerful drug gangs in 

recent decades. However, although state “pacification” efforts have recently been 

intensifying, there have also been attempts to formally incorporate the favelas 

and their residents into Brazilian society. This essay will explore the major 

causes of the socioeconomic and political exclusion faced by favela residents 

and reasons for why the favelas have resisted state institutional penetration so 

strongly. One of the major questions it hopes to answer is whether favelas have 

been and continue to be pushed to the “periphery” by Brazilian society or 

whether the development of “parallel politics” within favela communities has 

created barriers built from the inside. As these things go, the answer likely lies 

somewhere in the “margin” between the two. 

Most of the literature on this topic identifies a combination of political, 

economic, historical, and social reasons for the various forms of exclusion faced 

by favela residents. Differences in the amount of emphasis given to each 

category vary, but the historical and social approaches tends to take a less 
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functionalist stance than the political and economic ones. However, due to the 

significant overlap between these categories, these perspectives are loosely 

grouped here into “historical/social” approaches and “political/economic” ones. 

 

Competing Explanations 

Historical/Social 

 Authors of the “historical/social” school tend to focus on the importance of 

the legacy of (often repressed) civil society organizations and popular 

movements, as well as Brazil’s long history of clientelistic political relationships 

between elites and the lower classes to explain the closed-off nature of the 

favelas. Close familial and community relations and distrust of government and 

police are reinforced by many residents’ rural ties and backgrounds (Gorell, 

1990) as well as historical “waves,” or “cycles,” of state violence and 

rapprochement in urban areas (Goldstein, 2003). Because the middle and upper 

classes experience the favelas as loci of “crime” in a completely different way 

from the lower classes, cross-class consensus on appropriate action is difficult to 

achieve. This school tends to recommend solutions based on social incorporation 

through increased access to public goods, effective institutions, and the 

expansion of affirmative action policies - especially for highly excluded 

populations (women, youth, nonwhites, etc.) – in order to encourage favelados to 

engage in formal market activities and democratic political processes.  

 This school tends to fall mostly on the side of what some authors call 

“marginalization” – the argument that Brazil’s social structures reproduce 



 3 

inequalities by “putting people in their place,” which can also be found in 

DaMatta’s (1991) and O’Donnell’s (1999) discussions of “authoritarian rituals” in 

interpersonal interactions in Brazil that serve to replicate macro inequalities on a 

micro level. Teresa Caldeira (1996) writes about how the geography and 

architecture of urban spaces can accomplish the same end. In violent and 

unequal urban areas, elites build “fortified enclaves,” while their fear of the poor 

leads them to advocate policing and penal policies that criminalize lower classes 

and provide the police with impunity in their use of violence against “marginal” 

elements of the population. 

 

Political/Economic 

 The “political/economic” approach views favelados as between Scylla and 

Charybdis with respect to the state and violent gangs, especially since the 

transition to democracy. With few options or incentives for engagement with 

legitimate institutions, favelados have largely exchanged their formerly military-

authoritarian and state-corporatist clientelism for what one might call its mirror 

image – “parallel politics” in Leeds’s (1996) terms; a paramilitary-authoritarian 

and “cartelist” clientelism of violent gangs and informal economies. Middle- and 

upper-class pressure for mão duro tactics to deal with the problem of crime in the 

favelas have decreased trust in security forces and institutions among favela 

residents. This school recommends that incorporation be pursued by 

strengthening linkages between organizations such as the “resident’s 

associations” and political actors as well as civil society organizations. Focusing 
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on deterring the symbiotic cycle of gang/government corruption, bribery, money 

laundering, and violence as well as judicial dysfunction are key. 

Underemployment and inequality must also be addressed in order to provide 

incentives for citizens to join the legitimate market. 

 Authors of this school tend to assume a perspective that is the inverse of 

the above; rather than focusing on how elites have marginalized favelados, they 

examine the “parallel politics” whose “structures… [arise] in a space left empty by 

the lack of truly protective state structures” (Leeds, 1996). Also, this school looks 

more closely at the murky boundaries between “morro” and “asflato” – the “hill” 

(the “hood”) and the “street” (“above-ground” Brazilian society.) It sheds light on 

how events outside the favelas affect what happens within them, especially in the 

spaces where morro and asfalto meet. 

 

Synthesis 

 As noted above, there is considerable overlap between the two schools in 

terms of causal analysis as well as policy recommendations. Therefore, this 

essay will be divided into three sections. The first will deal with historical, cultural, 

and social factors that contribute to the exclusion of favelados including race, 

inequalities, “fortified enclaves” (of the rich as well as the poor), and inter- as well 

as intra-community interactions that have established patterns of identification 

and stereotyping at the individual and group levels. In an extension of the social 

theme, the next section will deal with the forms of economic exclusion 

experienced by favelados, namely, participation in informal markets (and 
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discrimination against them in formal ones), as well as lack of access to high 

quality public goods such as education and healthcare. 

 In Brazil, as in other countries throughout the region and around the world, 

the seemingly inevitable corruption, crime, and underground economies 

associated with the combination of poor, excluded populations and a lucrative 

drug trade has undermined citizens’ trust in legitimate governmental and judicial 

institutions. The final section will examine political issues, such as institutional 

corruption and clientelism, power asymmetries, and the lack of public security in 

urban areas in light of the “parallel politics” that have developed in this context.  

A distinction should be made between this and other studies in that many 

authors tend to focus on a single favela or a small sample set within either Rio de 

Janeiro or São Paulo – with occasional references to favelas in other cities for 

comparison. Differences between the tactics pursued by different cities in dealing 

with the social, economic, and political exclusion of the favelas can be fertile 

ground for finding “best practices” ways to address structural problems, but this 

essay looks at favelas in a much broader sense. 

 

Social Exclusion 

Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock (2008) show that “place of residence, race, 

gender, and age” are all correlated with socioeconomic inequalities in Brazil. 

They argue that “powerlessness, voicelessness, vulnerability and fear” are the 

outcomes of inequality and lack of social mobility. When elites inhabit separate 

“moral universe” where they can afford high-quality private goods and services 
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(and often judicial impunity) while the poor get stuck with subpar schools, health 

care, transportation, employment and security, the broad political constituencies 

necessary to effect meaningful changes are difficult to achieve. There are many 

forms of discrimination in Brazilian society that serve to undermine public 

confidence in the notion of equality of citizenship. As von Bulow puts it in Gacitúa 

Marió and Woolcock’s volume, Brazilians are “treated equally under the law,” but 

not necessarily by society. Timothy Power (2010) is not alone in concluding that 

along with low levels of “interpersonal trust…the Brazilian public remains 

unimpressed with democracy.”  

Clara Ant and Lucio Kowarick (in Kowarick, 1994) point out that lower-

class urban neighborhoods in Brazil have long been seen by upper classes as 

places rampant with disease, immorality, and crime. This is likely due to 

“negative stereotypes of migrants and squatters (as rural rejects, vagabonds and 

criminals, parasites on the city’s economy, and discontented/disconnected 

masses likely to foment revolt)[, which] were ‘empirically false, analytically 

misleading and insidious in their policy implications’” in terms of providing 

justification for numerous “removals,” “eradications,” and “cleansings” (Perlman, 

2008). Perlman (2004) calls “the sphere of fear…the single biggest difference 

between the favelas today” and the favelas of the 1960s and 70s, noting that 

statistical surveys of residents’ formerly strong perceptions of community “unity” 

have severely declined in that time. 

Referring to what other authors call the “margins” or “marginality,” Caldeira 

(2006) describes a “crystallization of the periphery into a symbol of 
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precariousness, deterioration, violence, and inequality” (emphasis added) that 

has led to new expressions of identity by “marginal artists” and rappers from 

favelas. As in US hip-hop (especially in its early stages), Brazilian rappers tend to 

focus on portraying their personal, subjective experiences of socioeconomic 

inequalities. They rhyme about young favelados watching upper-class “playboys” 

through the bars of a security gate and police and drug gangs battling in the 

streets of their neighborhoods. While most residents do not identify themselves 

with these negative characteristics of their environment, the fact remains that 

being a resident of a favela is an identity that carries the connotation of close-knit 

community ties – and “guilt by association” is commonly assumed by those 

outside of the complex social networks that are unique to each favela.  

Perhaps unfortunately, since their first appearance, favelas have been 

linked with racist and classist notions of criminality and illegality. The first such 

settlements, called “bairros africanos,” were established by runaway slaves in the 

nineteenth century. During the era of import substitution industrialization, a wave 

of urban migration flooded Brazil’s rapidly expanding cities. Often, the growth 

rate of favela populations outpaced that of many of the cities in which they were 

located. Though these settlements were generally illegal and unregulated, they 

were essentially ignored by municipal governments, which were more interested 

in encouraging the influx of cheap labor than in solving the problem of housing 

shortages or providing these new migrants with social services. 

Raquel Rolnick (in Kowarick, 1994) points out the distinctively racist and 

classist nature of the “hierarchy” of slum-like urban settlements in early twentieth 
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century São Paulo. Rolnick distinguishes between “cortiços” (tenements) and 

“vilas-cidadelas” (company neighborhoods). She describes cortiços as 

essentially a reinterpretation of the slave barracks – filthy, overcrowded, and 

neglected – and inhabited mostly by recent arrivals from the countryside. Vilas 

were comprised largely of the “poor” (as opposed to “marginals”), most of them 

recent arrivals from Europe. Former slaves were seen as “savages,” and the idea 

of branciamento (“whitening” the miscegenated Brazilian population) still had 

significant traction among elites, so the Brazilian government paid the sea fare of 

these new white immigrants to its cities. Those who could not find “legal” housing 

were forced to construct their own in “loteamentos” or favelas. 

In contrast to the “savage” favelas, loteamentos, and cortiços, the vilas-

cidadelas – with their compulsory church attendance, chaperoned social 

gatherings, and nightly curfews – fulfilled what Rolnick calls the “bourgeois 

fantasy of controlling the working class.” Still, as new migrants continued to rush 

into the cities, the housing shortage became a crisis that had to be solved one 

way or another. Throughout the middle decades of the last century, unregulated 

illegal settlements sprang up throughout every major city. Alves and Evanson 

(2011) point to the especially Brazilian nature of the favelas’ social strength, 

which they claim “lies in their history of development by way of themselves” – 

perhaps best described by the especially Brazilian phrase “dar um jeito.” The 

authors point to the fascinating practice of the “mutirão,” which consists of favela 

residents volunteering their limited spare time to help their neighbors build, 

repair, and upgrade their homes. 
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As Ant and Kowarick (Kowarick, 1994) concluded at the time; “it seems 

little has changed since the turn of the century” for residents of São Paulo’s poor 

neighborhoods. While this may be true in terms of the negative perceptions and 

stereotypes held about favelas and their residents, there have been some 

significant changes in how elites have handled the situation. In addition to a 

general shift from policies of “removal” to those of “incorporation” (discussed 

further below), the development of what Caldeira (1996) calls “fortified enclaves” 

has also marked the transition to democracy. 

Also focusing on São Paulo, Caldeira argues that the successes of social 

movements in bringing infrastructure and legal recognition to their neighborhoods 

combined with the economic shakeups of the 1980s and 1990s made the 

“periphery” unaffordable for the poor, as middle classes left the city center for 

these newly formalized housing markets. In the process, Caldeira writes that São 

Paulo became “a city of walls.” These “fortified enclaves are privatized, enclosed, 

and monitored spaces for residence, consumption, leisure, and work. The fear of 

violence is one of their main justifications.” While Caldeira only applies this label 

to upper-class apartment complexes and gated neighborhoods, the description 

matches well with that of favelas, many of which are controlled by gangs or 

“militias” (some have even been occupied by special police forces [Olle, 2012]).  

This fear of “violence” is captured in an interesting way in Roberto 

DaMatta’s (1991) essay on “authoritarian rituals” in Brazil, in which he writes that 

Brazilians “try to forbid [their] use as undesirable, even if we then use the 

accursed formula…the next day…It is a tool we learn and use in the domain of 
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the street, that cruel world we keep separate and far away from our hearth and 

house. The domain of the street is witness to the systematic use of this ritual 

expression, but we choose not to incorporate it into the pleasant, non-routinized 

picture of the social universe we prefer to construct for ourselves.” The “streets” – 

and public spaces more broadly – are not places to be shared among equal 

citizens. They are the spaces where “us” meets “them” and where the violent 

process of both parties being “put in their place” occurs. 

 Increasingly, both the elites and the favelados are withdrawing into their 

fortified enclaves. As elites have attempted to quarantine themselves from the 

“contagion” of the slums, favelados have turned inward for social support. While 

these strong community ties have been essential for the social, economic, and 

political achievements of favela residents over the course of their history, as the 

following sections will explain, this sometimes-limited engagement with the 

“outside” world can be problematic. 

 

Economic Exclusion 

Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock (2008) find that in Brazil “there has been a 

trend toward homogenization and concentration of poverty among some social 

groups” (specifically in urban areas) where “inequality and lack of social mobility 

exacerbate themselves and discourage investment and growth.” Favela residents 

come from a variety of ethnic and social backgrounds, but the defining 

characteristic of the large majority is their relative poverty. In fact, Perlman (2004) 

argues that “the favela was an extremely functional solution to many of the 
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problems faced by its residents. It provided access to jobs and services, a tightly 

knit community in which reciprocal favors mitigated hardship, and above all, free 

housing.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, much of the political activism and organizing in 

which they have engaged has centered on issues of access to public goods such 

as transportation, education, healthcare, and utilities and achieving legal 

recognition of their property rights. 

Nabil Bonduki (in Kowarick, 1994) traces the history of class-based 

organizing in the favelas to Getúlio Vargas’s “Estado Novo” policies of the 1940s, 

arguing that the Vargas government’s attempts to legitimize its authority by 

coopting the working classes through social policies was marred by the fact that, 

rather than solving the housing crisis, many policies “channeled funds into 

industrial investment and helped to depress the value of labor power and the 

price of labor itself.” The Communist Party of Brazil was one of the first groups to 

start organizing residents of poor neighborhoods around issues of social services 

and property rights. This created a tradition of grass-roots political organizing, but 

the legacy of concessionary “populist” responses to pressure from these groups 

rather than structural reforms aimed at underlying problems has continued until 

the present.  

High levels of poverty and lack of education in rural areas of Brazil, 

particularly the Northeast, are adding to the growth of the favelas through the 

“continued displacement of rural populations” (Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock, 

2008). Still, there are continuing issues of educational access in the favelas as 

well. While education is highly correlated with inequalities in Brazil (Almeida in 
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Kingstone and Power, 2008), the returns on education have been declining in 

recent years (Lopez-Calva and Lustig, 2012; Bonelli, et al in Gacitúa Marió and 

Woolcock, 2008). Unemployment, underemployment, “precarious employment,” 

and outsourcing continue to hinder market incorporation as demand for skilled 

labor increases with competition from opening markets.  

  While Bonelli, et al (in Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock, 2008) cite the fact 

that 5.6 million Brazilians were brought out of poverty between 1977 and 2001 (a 

decline of 23.6%) there are still structural issues that must be addressed, such as 

the highly regressive nature of education, social security, and other forms of state 

spending (Hunter and Sugiyama, 2009). Somewhat ironically, while the 

clientelistic populist legacy of Brazilian politics has left many citizens with the 

impression that the state is responsible for addressing socioeconomic 

inequalities, Perlman (2008) points out that this may be causing the poor to “wait 

their turn” rather than believing in their own agency, as she illustrates with a 

quote from one favela resident she interviewed: “’We are not in a rush – after the 

government helps the rich and the less rich, then, later on, it will be our turn – our 

time will come.’” Though there have been improvements in quality of life and 

human development indices in Brazil’s urban areas, inequalities persist and 

Brazilians continue to relegate responsibility for rectifying them to the state. As 

Celi Scanlon and Cano point out (in Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock, 2008), only 

4% of Brazilians feel that “someone like me” can do anything to alleviate 

inequalities. 
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Gacitúa Marió and Woolcock (2008) posit that unequal and inefficient 

distribution of resources is the primary reason for Brazil’s high levels of poverty 

and inequality. Some reforms have contributed to stability and poverty alleviation, 

but most have not solved the structural problems that continue to plague favela 

residents. Lack of employment for highly excluded groups (blacks, women, 

youths) has led to an “informalization of labor markets” as inclusion in the formal 

labor market is hindered by structural factors like discrimination based on factors 

such as gender, race, or even simply residence in a favela. 

“Conditional cash transfer” programs, such as the Bolsa Escola and the 

Bolsa Familia in addition to affirmative action policies in education and 

employment have been some of the more important recent steps to integrating 

favela residents and excluded populations into the formal economy. Still, 

economic growth and stabilization in recent years have ameliorated poverty, but 

not inequalities by extension. Lack of political voice and appropriate channels of 

representation for excluded groups is particularly a problem when both rich and 

poor see socioeconomic issues as necessitating the intervention of the state. In a 

system where the poor have no access to formal recourse, they often simply opt 

out of participating and fall into the trap of “parallel politics,” discussed below. 

 
Political Exclusion 
 

Gorell (1990) points out that rural-urban linkages have played and 

continue to play large role in development of favelas, especially considering the 

historical dominance of nuclear family as the central unit of Brazilian social life. 

He argues that the history of oligarchic clientelism and elite domination of the 
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favelas was solidified under the corporatist Vargas regime, and that after 

“democratic interlude” of 1945-1964, the paternalistic, “populist” treatment of the 

favelas was challenged by new social movement demanding community rights in 

the face of the military government’s heavy repression. Nevertheless, Artur Rosa 

Filho’s (2007) study of efforts by municipal executive authorities to relocate São 

Paulo’s favelas to the “periphery” shows that the policies of “desfavelamento” 

(“de-favelization”) from the 1970s onward have had severely adverse impacts on 

the lives of evicted and relocated families and that this led to a politicization of 

favelados seeking greater political representation.  

According to Caldeira (2006), “[d]emocratization unfolded in Brazil as the 

result of the inventive engagement of citizens, especially social movements in 

urban peripheries.” As favelados came to the realization that political 

organization was the only way to bring urban infrastructure and legal recognition 

to their communities, new social movements in urban periphery arose with the 

support of the Catholic Church and other non-governmental actors. Still, despite 

some advances, human rights abuses of the military regimes and beyond have 

led to a loss of state control over favelas, as “state intervention, for the most part, 

has been limited to policing, repression, and clientelist vote seeking” (Arias, 

2004). 

Undoubtedly, favelados have come to expect antagonistic treatment from 

the state due to the history of the state’s extreme reluctance in providing 

infrastructure and recognition to these groups, generally preferring policies of 

“eradication” or “pacification.” This is exacerbated by the fact that according to 
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Alves and Evanson (2011), “[d]emocratic Brazil since 1985…has a much poorer 

record in human rights than the preceding military dictatorship.”  

Concurrent with the transition to democracy was the development of “Latin 

America’s first indigenous multinational enterprise…the production, processing, 

and international distribution of cocaine” (Leeds, 1996) and its infiltration into the 

favelas. Community ties and local leadership have been important elements of 

favelas political organization throughout their existence, especially since the 

development of “resident’s associations” in the latter half of the twentieth century. 

However, Arias (2004) argues that while some progress toward incorporation has 

been made since the transition to democracy, in general, neoliberal reforms have 

limited the poor’s access to the state and exacerbated conditions of violence in 

the favelas. This can be seen most clearly in the “parallel politics” (Leeds, 1996) 

– or to give it yet another name, the “mafia state” (Naím, 2012) – that has grown 

up around the drug trade.  

Leeds argues that “the distribution and sale of cocaine from these 

communities primarily to the middle and upper classes have created a complex 

set of economic and political relationships among the communities, the drug 

gangs, and the state…[A]dverse socioeconomic conditions and a repressive 

state presence stimulate alternative, extra-legal forms of economic and political 

organization.” In other words, drug gangs have replaced residents’ former 

clientelistic relationships with the state with their own and in return, the state uses 

the violence surrounding the drug trade as an excuse for “continuous violence 

and repression against the lower classes” (Leeds, 1996).  This analysis bears 
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many similarities to Caldeira and Holston’s argument that in “uncivil political 

democracies” (known variously as disjunctive, mixed, progressive/regressive, 

uneven, unbalanced, or heterogenous democracies) “violence, injustice, and 

impunity are often the norms. As a result, uncivil democracies undergo the 

delegitimation of many institutions of law and justice, an escalation of both violent 

crime and police abuse, the criminalization of the poor, a significant increase in 

support for illegal measures of control, the pervasive obstruction of the principle 

of legality, and an unequal and uneven distribution of citizen rights” (Caldeira and 

Holston, 1999).  

In their study of Rio de Janeiro, Arias and Davis Rodrigues (2006) write 

that “studies have shown that residents of favelas deal with their insecurity by 

relying on drug traffickers to resolve many neighborly disputes and enforce local 

norms…[N]arratives of reciprocity and respect…are part of the tightly knit social 

networks that dominate favela life.” They argue that this can lead to a false sense 

of safety amongst residents, which they label “the myth of personal security.” 

This sense of order and security is not based on well-established democratic 

political procedures, but rather on the same fear of violence used by the previous 

bureaucratic regimes in their attempts to control these communities.  

Like the military governments before them, gangs often provide some 

basic social services to the favelas under their control to build up community 

support (one of the more interesting modern examples of this is the “gatonet” – a 

gang-operated internet connection service – mentioned in Alves and Evanson, 

2011). In return for their cooperation (or lack thereof when it comes to the police 
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– the so-called “lei do silencio”), residents expect these gangs to maintain order, 

“distinguish[ing] between ‘ good’ and ‘bad’ traffickers by the way traffickers 

respected local understandings of honor and reciprocity” as well as common 

human decency (Arias and Davis Rodrigues, 2006). They argue this has led to a 

“state within a state, law without law” with ultimate judgment over many issues 

left to the whims of the local dono. Nevertheless, “when trafficker actions are 

consistently seen as an abuse of power that affects protected groups of 

residents…traffickers risk losing their limited legitimacy” (Arias and Rodrigues, 

2006). Following Leeds, they conclude that “[w]hile it may then appear that 

traffickers are in conflict with the state, that they are a parallel force, they actually 

are part of the existing political system. The activities traffickers engage in help to 

incorporate favela residents, an excluded group, into the broader social narrative” 

(Arias and Rodrigues, 2006). 

As Goldstein (2003) writes, “two main characters of police and criminals 

are not ‘opposed,’ but ‘compared’ to one another.” Both are violent, but violence 

can be seen as a legitimate way to exercise authority in favelas as long as it 

follows the loose code of “justiça favela.”  

 

Conclusions 

Major Themes 

Favelas were established as a response to the availability of economic 

opportunities in the rapidly expanding cities of a rapidly industrializing Brazil. For 

much of their history, they have been ignored, disdained, and neglected by the 
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state and society in general. This has led to creation of political institutions (such 

as residents’ associations), but also to continuing legacies of “machine” politics 

where favelados vote for elitist candidates with the expectation of clientelistic 

favors in return (Gay, 1994). As Alves and Evanson put it (2011) favelas “follow 

the money” – they go wherever the economic opportunities are. This analysis 

would be complemented by comparisons with studies of slums and illegal urban 

settlements in other countries around the region and around the world in order to 

establish a better theoretical framework for evaluating the most important factors 

in the exclusion of poor urban populations. 

Regarding the dramatic increase in violence in the favelas in recent years, 

Gay (2010) writes that it “can be attributed to the globalization of the illegal drug 

trade and, in particular, to the establishment of transshipment routes through 

Brazil for Andean-produced cocaine. More than anything, I would argue, it was 

the arrival of cocaine and its ensuing habits and addictions that provided 

criminalized elements with the means to support their operations. And it was the 

immense profits to be made from the drug trade that generated intense and 

bloody rivalries for increased market share between increasingly well-armed and 

violent factions and the police.”  

 

Research Recommendations 

 Historically, there have been examples of successful organization of 

favela residents into political action groups that have successfully pressured the 

state to address some of their concerns. However, the vast majority of these 



 19 

cases are tales of “bico de agua” (“water-tap”) politics - stories of maximum 

mobilization and pressure from favelados only to obtain the most minimal, 

meager concessions from the state.  

 As in other countries throughout the region, players in the international 

drug trade have been usurping the power of the state in terms of representing the 

most excluded members of society. They are able to provide employment, 

justice, security, and other goods and services when most Brazilians consider 

that to be the proper role of the state.  

 As Alves and Evanson (2011) point out, the term “pacification” has been 

used as a euphemism for violent removal processes since the earliest days of 

the favelas. While the more modern “pacifications” have been more humane and 

in some cases, more successful, finding ways to combat the social, economic, 

and political exclusion experienced by favela residents continues to be a 

challenge.  

Drug gangs are often as infiltrated into high-level law enforcement and 

government as they are into the communities in which they operate (Naím, 

2012). As traffickers move into other forms of highly-profitable criminal activities, 

strengthening institutions and implementing social programs must be a key part 

of any new policies to reduce the detrimental effects of organized crime and lack 

of political representation in the favelas. 
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