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The pacification of Brazil’s urban margins: peripheral
urbanisation and dynamic order-making
Matthew Aaron Richmond

London School of Economics, Latin America and Caribbean Centre (LSE LACC), London, UK

ABSTRACT
This article explores the relationship between informal processes of
urbanisation and order-making at Brazil’s urban margins. It draws
on research conducted in contrasting neighbourhoods in the
peripheries of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, analysing the
influence of different kinds of criminal organisation on these
areas. It is argued that the unpredictable processes surrounding
peripheral urbanisation – the irregular occupation or subdivision
of land, the growth of diverse markets, physical consolidation
and, in some cases, eventual formalisation – provide a dynamic
backdrop against which local order and disorder are produced.
To theorise these interrelated processes, I mobilise the concept of
‘pacification’. This is usually used to refer to violent state
interventions against socially and racially marginalised
populations that are followed by measures designed to create
more lasting stability. However, I argue that, while it may
ultimately have such effects, pacification should be understood as
a provisional outcome of ongoing negotiations between state
and criminal actors rather than as a coherent, top-down project.
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As has been established by a large body of literature (e.g. Caldeira, 2017; Holston, 2008;
Telles, 2010), Brazil’s urban peripheries have historically expanded through an interplay
between informal and formal logics. Urban expansion often occurs via the incorporation
of new neighbourhoods by landowners who violate urban planning codes or even falsify
ownership claims, while, in other cases, land is directly occupied by squatters. Once estab-
lished, the subsequent fate of such settlements also rests heavily on informal processes.
Residents may depend on political patronage to avoid eviction, while the arrival of key
infrastructure and services tends to occur initially via the mediation of clientelistic poli-
ticians harvesting votes. Some of these spaces may eventually be ‘regularised’, thus
gaining legitimacy in the eyes of the state and access to at least some urban services
as a right rather than favour. Others – favelas –may achieve relative permanence via phys-
ical consolidation and the partial protection provided by squatters’ rights legislation,
without ever being officially regularised, thus leaving them vulnerable to exceptional
forms of governance and possible future removal.
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An equally substantial body of literature has looked at the ways in which criminal
actors participate in the governance of such peripheral spaces (e.g. Arias & Barnes,
2017; Feltran, 2020; Richmond, 2019; Telles, 2010). These analyses have challenged the
notion that these areas lie beyond the reach of the state and under the sovereignty of
separate ‘parallel powers’ (Leeds, 1996). Instead, they emphasise how both state and crim-
inal actors are present in these spaces and interact with one another to co-produce local
(dis)order, regulate illegal markets, and generally establish the social and security con-
ditions under which local life is lived.

Rather than addressing them separately, as the literature has tended to, this article
explores the relationship between these two phenomena: the process of peripheral
urbanisation on the one hand, and order-making in peripheries on the other. Specifically,
I argue that the dynamic processes associated with peripheral urbanisation – the occu-
pation or irregular subdivision of land, physical consolidation, growth of housing and
other markets, and processes of formalisation and regularisation – interact with and
impact upon the ways in which order-making in peripheries occurs. This is because chan-
ging urban conditions can both generate disorder, for example by producing weakly gov-
erned spaces or destabilising local social norms, and also create opportunities for local
actors to enhance their influence (and, often, also profit financially) by (re)establishing
order. Of course, criminal organisations and state structures operate far beyond the
local scale and these larger structures significantly constrain the freedom of local
actors. Nonetheless, the challenges and opportunities generated by urbanisation pro-
cesses often give rise to specific, highly situated arrangements, relationships and inno-
vations. As such, the local scale offers a privileged vantage point for observing the
dynamic ways in which peripheral urbanisation and order-making interact.

To theorise this relationship, I mobilise the concept of ‘pacification’. This name was,
infamously, given to Rio de Janeiro’s Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora (Police Pacification
Units, UPPs), a programme that was rolled out across many of the city’s favelas after 2008
(Richmond, 2019). However, the term has also been used more broadly to conceptualise
historical and contemporary efforts by (neo)colonial and capitalist states to suppress
conflict and subdue unruly, marginalised populations (Neocleous, 2011, 2013; Pacheco
de Oliveira, 2014). While drawing on the insights of such approaches, I argue they over-
state the extent to which pacification can be achieved unilaterally by the state. Instead,
following Telles (2010), I understand actors beyond or at the margins of the state as
playing a decisive role in the pacification of peripheral spaces, both by imposing their
own authority on local populations and markets, and through the practices and routines
of coexistence that they establish with local state actors. ‘Pacification’, then, can be under-
stood as the establishment of provisional arrangements among local state and non-state
actors that produce local order and suppress conflict; i.e. an outcome of of these arrange-
ments, rather than a coherent, top-down state project.

I will develop this argument first through a discussion of the relevant literature and
then by presenting case studies of two distinct urban contexts in Brazil: the first a small
favela in the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro; the second a large peripheral neighbourhood
in the East Zone of São Paulo. These case studies are based on extensive fieldwork, con-
ducted over several months or more, which in each case involved dozens of interviews
with local residents, community leaders and local state agents, as well as ethnographic
observation conducted in local civil society organisations, such as residents’ associations
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and NGOs. To preserve the anonymity of the research participants, the names of the first
case site and of all individuals mentioned in both case studies have been changed.
However, so as to be able to draw on the secondary literature, and on the grounds
that there is no risk of individuals being identifiable, the second case site has been named.

As will be described, the two case sites are very different in terms of their size, historic
urbanisation patterns, present-day conditions, and the actors involved in local pacification
processes. While the first is a favela whose residents have never been granted property
titles, the second is a highly heterogeneous neighbourhood containing a range of distinct
types of housing, most of which have today been regularised. Whereas the first site is
located in a region dominated by Rio de Janeiro’s so-called ‘militias’, the latter lies
under the influence of São Paulo’s hegemonic criminal organisation, the Primeiro
Comando da Capital (First Command of the Capital, PCC). Although differences
between the cases correspond to some key variables relevant to my argument, the
sites were not selected in advance on the basis of being ‘representative’ of particular
types of peripheral settlement and/or criminal organisation. Fieldwork in the two sites
was conducted as part of two separate research projects and analysis was only conducted
retrospectively, upon reflection that some common dynamics could be observed. The aim
here, then, is to analyse both cases, recognising their peculiarities, similarities and differ-
ences, so as to isolate some key features that shed light more generally on the relationship
between peripheral urbanisation and local order-making at Brazil’s urban margins.

Pacification and order-making at the margins

The term ‘pacification’ has long been used to refer to the violent conquest of territory by
colonising forces, followed by broader interventions designed to create lasting stability.
Neocleous (2013, 2011) notes that the concept was first developed in the sixteenth
century in the military protocols of Spanish colonisers in the New World, but was also
widely used in twentieth century (neo)colonial wars in places like Algeria and Vietnam.
In the latter case, a ‘New Model Pacification Programme’, outlined the need for US
forces not only to defeat insurgents militarily, but also ‘create a socio-political environ-
ment in which future insurgency would not flourish again’ (quoted in Neocleous, 2011,
p. 194). In the Brazilian case, Pacheco de Oliveira (2014) identifies pacification as a contin-
ual process of colonisation of Brazil’s national territory over several centuries. This was
grounded in the model of ‘tutelage’ of the indigenous inhabitants, described as a form
of domination ‘driven by contradictory principles, always involving protection and repres-
sion, applied either alternately or together’ (Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014, p. 130). With efforts
to ‘civilise’ the colonised peoples through religious conversion widely regarded failure, in
practice, ‘pacification’ tended to simply represent militarily conquest and (temporary) res-
ignation to Portuguese rule (ibid.). However, new forms of resistance would frequently
arise, prompting new rounds of pacification.

Some authors have drawn parallels or connections between these historical pre-
cedents to conceptualise contemporary policing practices as similarly underpinned by
logics of pacification. Neocleous (2013), for example, argues that pacification is inextric-
ably linked to capitalism, in that it serves to maintain access to both a cheap and
pliable labour force and valuable raw materials. Pacification practices must therefore be
continually revolutionised in relation to changing strategies of accumulation. Saborio

CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL SCIENCE 3



(2013), among others, has pointed to the relationship between Rio’s UPP programme and
new dynamics of capital accumulation associated with mega-events and tourism.
Pacheco de Oliveira (2014) has drawn similarities between the Brazilian state’s historical
treatment of indigenous peoples and of Rio’s favela residents under the pacification pro-
gramme, highlighting how both are based on ‘tutelage’ – the need for violence and pro-
tection – grounded in inferiorising, racist narratives.

Such approaches offer important insights into the relationship between economic
development, social and racial exclusion, and order-making in Brazilian cities today.
However, they risk taking the state’s own claims about its ability to achieve ‘pacification’
at face value. In recent years, research in marginalised urban spaces across Latin America
has emphasised how order is often co-produced by state and nonstate actors through
‘hybrid’ (Jaffe, 2013) or ‘plural’ (Arias & Barnes, 2017) orders. Indeed, even Rio’s UPPs
may have, to a significant degree, rested on informal modes of coexistence and even
co-operation between police and drug traffickers (Richmond, 2019). Rather than seeing
order-making by criminal and state actors as a zero-sum game, they should be under-
stood as co-constituted via continually shifting relationships.

This raises the question of how such relationships are established, maintained and/or
break down over time. At the higher, executive levels of both the state and large and
complex criminal organisations, policies may be adopted that either increase or minimise
the likelihood of conflict (Feltran, 2020; Lessing, 2018). However, in practice both police
forces and criminal organisations in Brazil tend to be highly decentralised, allowing
local actors in urban peripheries significant margins for making autonomous decisions
and pursuing their own interests (Feltran, 2020; Pope, 2019). Empirically, substantial diver-
sity has been observed between forms of criminal organisation and local arrangements
within and between Brazilian cities. For example, Hirata and Grillo (2017) identify impor-
tant differences between the organisation of drug trafficking in Rio and São Paulo. In São
Paulo, a single hegemonic criminal organisation, the Primeiro Comando da Capital (First
Command of the Capital, PCC), regulates the retail drug market across the city with rela-
tively low levels of violence, dispensing with the need for open use of weaponry at drug
sale points. In Rio, by contrast, three major drug trafficking factions compete violently for
territory, meaning that frontline dealers are always armed and that there is far higher risk
of violence breaking out in certain parts of the city.

There are also important territorial differences across Rio de Janeiro’s fragmented crim-
inal landscape (Arias & Barnes, 2017). In the South and North Zones of the city, favelas are
mainly dominated by different drug trafficking factions, in some cases in coexistence with
the formal presence of UPPs. While these groups may be targeted by violent police oper-
ations, everyday ‘peace’ tends to maintained through practices of mutual avoidance (Rich-
mond, 2019) and corrupt payments to local officers (Misse, 2018). Much of the West Zone
of the city, meanwhile, is dominated by so-called ‘militias’ – groups of off-duty or retired
police and other armed agents of (or with connections to) the state, who operate illegally
in diverse markets and use violence and intimidation to repress other criminal actors (Paes
Manso, 2020; Pope, 2019). Militias tend to profit primarily from extortion and the monop-
olisation of local utilities, rather than drug trafficking. Because they are deeply entwined
with the police and formal political actors, there are rarely sustained attempts by the state
to disrupt their activities, meaning that militias are able to exercise coercive control over
their territories with little resistance from the state. As such, rather than being
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straightforwardly ‘non-state’ actors, militias should be understood as existing at the
margins of the state, partially benefitting from the resources and authority bestowed
by the state, while directly undermining the rule of law by using violence in the pursuit
of private gain and influence.

If there are important differences in forms of criminal organisation across different
urban contexts, as shown clearly by the case of Rio de Janeiro, there have also been
important changes over time. Telles (2010) offers an illuminating account of how criminal
and order-making dynamics in the peripheries of São Paulo have evolved since the 1980s.
During the first period, covering the 1980s, ‘justiceiros’ (local vigilante strongmen) acted as
informal police in many peripheral neighbourhoods, repressing small-scale criminality. In
a second period, during the 1990s and early 2000s, small gangs participating in drug
trafficking and other criminal markets proliferated across the peripheries, leading to a
huge increase in violence and endless cycles of revenge killings. During a third period,
from the mid-2000s onwards the PCC established hegemony over the criminal world,
forcing those operating in illegal markets to accept their authority and regulatory struc-
tures. These structures rest on a hierarchy of a mainly prison-based leadership, a highly
decentralised official membership of ‘irmãos’ (brothers), and a much larger population
of criminal actors subject to its authority (Feltran, 2020). Transgressions of PCC rules,
whether by members or non-members, trigger so-called ‘debates’, where ‘brothers’ are
called to hear testimonies and eventually pass verdicts that may result in punishment,
including execution for the most serious offences. This parallel justice system has been
credited with putting an end to the cycles of violence that characterised Telles’ second
period and dramatically reducing São Paulo’s homicide rate (Feltran, 2020; Telles, 2010).

Telles cautiously describes the PCC’s expansion as a process of ‘pacification’. This is
because it has, by imposing relatively stable authority and regulatory structures,
reduced the need for violent conflict between actors operating in criminal markets. This
in turn has reduced the frequency of violent police interventions. However, she also
emphasises the limits of pacification, namely the persistence, even if at lower levels, of
both criminal and police violence, and the lack of any kind of democratic accountability:

If there is a relative “pacification” of these territories, it also needs to be placed in the perspec-
tive and in relation to the modes of operation of the forces of order that remain present,
marking and unmarking these territories as spaces of exception. The extra-legal procedures
of the police continue to operate, with their protection markets and practices of extorsion.
Extra-legal violence persists. (Telles, 2010, p. 46)

As will be discussed, then, this approach keeps in view the structural factors associated
with more state-centric understandings of pacification, such as the centrality of capitalist
markets and dynamics of social and racial exclusion. However, they emphasise that the
dynamics through which provisional reductions in violence are achieved rest more on
the internal dynamics of criminal organisations and their relationships to local state
actors than any unilateral capacity of the state to suppress conflict.

Eldorado: in search of tranquility

Eldorado is a small favela with a population of a few thousand residents, located in the
Jacarepaguá region of Rio de Janeiro’s West Zone. Most of Eldorado has a grid-like
layout and sewerage built into its original design thanks to a relatively organised
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settlement process, typical of favelas in this part of this city. However, its peripheral location
and historical development have left it largely excluded from public policies, including
tenure regularisation, that have been directed at favelas elsewhere in the city. Since its
establishment, Eldorado has relied heavily on political patronage to access state resources.
Even when the favela was finally physically upgraded, this was achieved through familiar
clientelist channels after the residents’ association had supported the election campaign
of Mayor Eduardo Paes (2008–2016). As a result, the favela was admitted into a newly-
created upgrading programme narrowly focused on paving and the installation of drains
and lighting, rather than gaining access to more holistic or participatory interventions.

The land that the favela occupies today was previously farmland, used by several
families who lived on and used different parts of the territory. As urbanisation accelerated
in this part of the city during the 1970s, especially in the wealthy beachside area of Barra
da Tijuca, there was increasing demand for low-cost housing in Jacarepaguá (Araújo &
Cortado, 2020). This created incentives for rural landowners to subdivide and sell off
their land as small lots, precipitating a rapid process of urbanisation. Part of Eldorado’s
territory was first subdivided in this way in the late-1970s by the purported owner of
this parcel. However, although the buyers paid for their lots, there were legal irregularities
and to this day they have not received formal land titles. Two sisters who today live in Asa
Branca, Gisleine and Joana, described the legal irregularities of this initial stage:

Gisleine: It was like this, it was my grandfather and a Portuguese guy. The Portuguese guy
subdivided everything and sold it. He took a bit part of my granddad’s [land].

Joana: My granddad was so disgusted, he died because of it.

From this beginning, Eldorado subsequently grew horizontally through a series of land
occupations during the 1980s and 1990s. According to several accounts, these were coor-
dinated by the existing residents who wished to claim lots either to house their growing
families or to sell on. This was the case of Gisleine: ‘My mother was in charge of this inva-
sion here, my mother. So my mother came to grab a plot for me, for my sister, and we
came here’.

However, these occupations encountered challenges. Another purported landowner
disputed the occupation of part of the land in the early 1990s, hoping to clear the occu-
piers so he could sell it. However, he was unable to prove ownership and the occupiers
remained. Meanwhile, the process of occupation itself appears to have been a contested
process. Although ‘organised’ by existing residents, it appears outsiders also wished to
take advantage of the opportunity to claim plots. Henrique, another current resident,
claimed his family legally owned land that was threatened by occupiers in the late-
1980s. He described the conflicts that ensued:

You know what an invasion is like? It’s like this “Ah there’s going to be a spare plot”, and
everyone comes, because everyone wants a place. […] It was organised, but lots of people
died. Lots of people died because of the invasion. They came from outside to take a plot
of land, you understand. At the time when we bought here, these walls weren’t here, it
was only our path. So lots of people invaded, they wanted to invade our space here and
we were always with the police saying that they couldn’t, you understand, and we had all
the documentation in order, so they didn’t invade. […] An invasion, “I want a plot, a piece
of land”, and they settle and stay, you understand? But once it consolidated, it stopped. It
finished, understand?
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The scenario Henrique paints is one of intensifying competition for an increasingly valu-
able commodity: land. The value of the land lay in the fact that there was increased
demand from a growing low-income population and those with ownership claims
sought to capture the maximum potential value. This created a crisis of order, as compet-
ing claims to the land needed to be mediated and the accompanying threat of conflict
suppressed. While in some instances this occurred through formal legal processes, it
also seems to have, at times, involved violence. Henrique’s account suggests the police
played a key role in protecting the claims of some occupiers against others by deploying
their access to the means of violence to re-establish a sense of local order.

Intriguingly, according to Henrique’s account, the period of greatest violence – when
‘lots of people died’ – seems to have come to an end as the neighbourhood became phys-
ically and demographically consolidated. Eldorado ceased to expand horizontally, as avail-
able space became saturated. With no unoccupied or undeveloped land left to be
contested, competition for land was channelled into a growing informal property
market that appears to have operated largely according to a non-violent logic. Mean-
while, the population stabilised at a relatively small size and with low resident turnover.
As residents all knew one another, it became easier to uphold informal social norms
without recourse to violence. Nonetheless, it appears that violent actors remained in
the background, available to resolve conflicts and repel external threats when necessary.
Many residents spoke enigmatically of attempts by traffickers to establish drug sale
points, but being prevented from this by the ‘community’. Indeed, residents enthusiasti-
cally celebrate the absence of drug trafficking and the violence they associate with it, fre-
quently using terms like ‘peace’ and ‘tranquility’ to distinguish their community from the
popular image of favelas (Araújo & Cortado, 2020). Joana, one of the sisters mentioned
earlier, at one point exclaimed: ‘This place is a blessing. It’s a place blessed by God, you
know. It’s a quiet, tranquil place. It doesn’t have that favela thing, you understand… of
criminality [“bandidagem”], thank God!’

However, since around the mid-2000s, Eldorado has undergone dramatic changes
linked to transformations in the wider region. As mentioned previously, the favela was
upgraded via the paving of streets and the installation of street lamps and drains, all
serving to increase its attractiveness to incomers. Meanwhile, between 2009 and 2016,
Jacarepaguá underwent a construction boom, largely linked to the Rio Olympic Games
(Araújo & Cortado, 2020). Aside from the need for new sporting and tourism infrastruc-
ture, property speculation led to the construction to large numbers of elite condominiums
in the area. The boom, in turn, attracted new workers and also fuelled renewed compe-
tition for housing within Eldorado. Since the late 2000s, Eldorado’s population has grown
dramatically, as did the proportion of renters relative to homeowners. Whereas popu-
lation growth had previously been absorbed through horizontal expansion, now
growth was vertical. Existing residents built second and third floors to their homes and
turned these into small studio flats to rent out. While this appeared to be a widespread
practice, there were rumours of individuals buying up large numbers of homes to let
out in this way.

The 2000s were also the period in which militias expanded rapidly across Jacarepaguá
and the wider West Zone (Paes Manso, 2020). These groups, represented an evolution of
older models of order-making centred on local strongmen, with the institutionalisation of
extortion rackets and expansion into new economic activities, including the monopoly
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provision of utilities, informal transport services, and property speculation. They were
subject to a public commission in 2008, leading to numerous arrests, but have nonethe-
less continued to expand and deepen their influence over Rio politics (ibid.). While the
expansion of militias is a phenomenon that affects Rio’s entire West Zone and beyond,
the experience of Eldorado suggests that rapid urban growth can contribute in specific
ways. It creates newmarket opportunities that can be exploited by licit actors and existing
residents as well as by criminal organisations, but also destabilises local population
dynamics and social norms, thus potentially generating new challenges to order.

Anxiety about these changes is clear in the discourses of Eldorado’s long-term resi-
dents. While they still celebrate the community’s relative ‘tranquility’, rapid population
growth and increased resident turnover fuel speculation that danger may lurk amongst
the growing number of unfamiliar faces circulating through the area. The following
quotes from Hamilton, a long-standing resident, and Gisleine, introduced above,
express these concerns:

I think there are lots of people in hiding in our community. You don’t know the past of your
neighbour. […] It could be someone who already killed someone, who is a fugitive that’s
gone to a community. It could be someone who’s a drug addict, who was in prison. We
don’t know, and we can’t find out from anyone else.

Hamilton

Look, it doesn’t bother me especially, but I’m not going to lie to you, it’s not good. Because
today you don’t know who is who, where people are coming from, you understand. Lots of
people are coming from the North to work here, understand. They don’t bother us, that’s the
important thing, right? But it’s really a lot of people. Lots of people. People pass and it’s like
“I’ve never seen those people”, “God, he’s strange, that guy, strange”. […] For me this thing of
renting isn’t for communities. That’s something for the street [i.e. formal areas], not for
favelas.

Gisleine

While the authoritarian nature of militia rule makes it nigh impossible to judge how much
support they actually enjoy among residents of these territories, it is highly plausible that
the anxiety provoked by urban growth may reinforce the perception among existing resi-
dents that some group or arrangement of actors must play a ‘pacifying’ function, and sup-
press potential conflict before it arises.

Fazenda da Juta: from occupation to pacification

Fazenda da Juta is a large, heterogeneous neighbourhood of around 38,000 residents
(IBGE, 2010), lying in the district of Sapopemba in São Paulo’s East Zone. The initial
phase of settlement of the area bears some resemblance to that which occurred in Eldor-
ado, though on a far larger scale.1 The property, which mainly consisted of farmland and
some forest, was owned by a single individual. By the late 1970s it had been fully encircled
by the expanding city, which dramatically increased its value. Via a land development
company, the landlord began to subdivide parcels of the land and rent them out to
low-income tenants who proceeded to construct their own homes. In the mid-1980s,
however, the landowner raised the rents to unaffordable levels and then sought to
evict the tenants. This was met with collective resistance. In the context of Brazil’s
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redemocratisation process, housing movements were growing in confidence and sup-
ported the claims of tenants by publicising the case, organising street protests, and pro-
viding legal defence. During the second half of the decade, this was followed by a series of
land occupations, which, despite numerous eviction attempts, the landowner was ulti-
mately unable to resist. By the end of the 1980s, thousands of families had occupied
and built on the western part of Fazenda da Juta. Legal disputes continued for many
years, but urban upgrading was carried out by the state during the 1990s and most resi-
dents’ legal status was finally regularised in 2016 (Ferreira, 2018).

During the 1990s, a quite distinct process of settlement began on the eastern portion
of the territory. This parcel of the land was appropriated by Companhia de Desenvolvi-
mento Habitacional e Urbano (Company for Housing and Urban Development, CDHU) of
the State of São Paulo, which began to build social housing that would eventually be allo-
cated via formal waiting lists. However, in 1997, before construction was complete, the
numerous apartment blocks were spontaneously occupied by hundreds of families.
After failed removal attempts by police, one of which led to the deaths of three young
men (Ferreira, 2018), the state government opted to negotiate a process of regularisation
with the occupiers, offering means-tested repayment plans. Once agreed, this set in train
a series of other processes, including the upgrading of the buildings and surrounding
urban infrastructure and the formalisation of water and electricity provision. Eventually,
key public services, including several schools, two health centres and two police stations,
were installed in the neighbourhood.

These successive waves of land and building occupations, negotiations between occu-
piers and the state, and eventual formalisation and regularisation bear an interesting
relationship to order-making dynamics in Fazenda da Juta. These broadly follow the
three historical periods identified by Telles. Based on first-hand accounts, Ferreira
(2018) recounts how, during the initial land conflicts of the early 1980s, a local justiceiro
was hired by the landowner to collect rents and, when necessary, evict tenants, often
using intimidation and violence. However, the scale and speed of the subsequent occu-
pations and accompanying population growth overwhelmed his ability to maintain order.
Instead, the resulting vacuum of authority was filled by individual strongmen who began
to exercise violent control over the different micro-neighbourhoods that emerged across
the area. Ágata, who participated in an occupation during in the early 1990s, described a
figure who briefly thrived under such conditions:

Renan was like this, if a friend of his wanted a house, Renan would enter your house, he would
kick out the family and put his own friend in. Renan was like that. […] He was one of the
bosses [“cabeças”] here in Juta, one of the top-cats [“manda-chuvas”], you know? […] And
with Renan you left on your own two feet or you left dead. So Renan killed a lot of people
here, a lot of people.

Renan was eventually murdered by a rival, but numerous characters like him appear
across residents’ accounts of this period. The occupations of the apartment blocks that
followed produced a similar scenario. Those who participated describe chaotic scenes:
of occupiers locking themselves into apartments for fear of being forcefully removed;
of the spontaneous formation of groups in different blocks for self-protection. During
this process, along with ordinary poor families, criminal gangs also took the opportunity
to requisition apartments for their own purposes, establishing them as stores for drugs,
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arms and stolen goods. Several residents described the impact of these groups during the
1990s and early 2000s. One mentioned individuals who would periodically go door-to-
door to charge a ‘protection fee’, others spoke of a group who stood on a footbridge
into the neighbourhood, charging a toll for people to cross. Meanwhile, there was
almost perpetual conflict and cycles of revenge killings between different criminal
groups. Suzane, who bought an apartment informally in 2000, described the context:

Lots of people died here in Juta. We say that there was a lot of bloodshed, in each of these
blocks that you pass, at least three people died under the block in broad daylight. When I
moved here in 2000, I witnessed two murders on my block, you understand, aside from
those nearby. So the bad people, lots of them died, lots of people died.

However, this would change dramatically over the next five years as a result of two dis-
tinct, but – in the case of Fazenda da Juta – historically coinciding processes. The first
was the aforementioned regularisation of the apartments. Occupiers who were unable
or unwilling to have their resident status regularised –which meant entering bureaucratic
state systems and becoming liable to pay mortgages and utility bills – sold their apart-
ments informally. This included many of the poorest residents, but also most of those
involved in criminal activities. Bete, who had participated in the original occupation
and still lived in the same apartment told me:

There were lots and lots and lots and lots and lots of criminals [“bandidos”] here. You know, in
an invasion they’re the first to arrive. But after the legalisation they all left. No-one knows
where they went… just that they didn’t stay in here in Juta.

The second major change was that around 2004–2005, the PCC became hegemonic in
Sapopemba and imposed its system of parallel justice on criminal actors operating in
the area (Feltran, 2020). While this process of centralisation initially caused an increase
in violence, it has subsequently been remarkably effective at preventing the cycles of
revenge and trivial violence that terrorised São Paulo’s peripheries during the 1990s.
The local effects of this shift have not gone unnoticed among Fazenda da Juta’s residents.
One of them, Analise, described the difference between the 1990s and today to me in the
following terms:

At that time you didn’t have the PCC, so when they entered, those who didn’t accept them
died. So lots of people died, lots. You have no idea. We lived tripping over the bodies. You
would visit someone, when you came back there was one lying there. You would go down
the road, there was a shootout down there. […] You can imagine how it was at the time.
Today it’s marvellous. Juta is a paradise!

Criminal activity, including drug trafficking, continues in Fazenda da Juta today, but is
accompanied by far less violence than previously. Since most of the neighbourhood
was physically consolidated in the early 2000s, subsequent urban growth has occurred
primarily through the construction of a number of small occupations mainly located in
precarious areas like river banks and hillsides. Rumours circulate widely among residents
that the PCC leads these occupations in order to profit from the sale of lots. It is also widely
alleged that many of the homes are used to store drugs and stolen goods, just as had
occurred previously in the occupied apartment buildings. If true, however, today this
occurs under very different conditions.
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Aside from the PCC’s own regulation of the criminal world, relations with police, who
are now permanently present in the neighbourhood, appear to operate according to a
logic of mutual avoidance and coexistence. One of the two police stations in Fazenda
da Juta sits about 100 metres from an irregular occupation, where residents claim that
drug dealing occurs openly without police intervention. Paulo, who previously lived in
one of these occupations, but had been rehoused in an apartment in the area, suspected
that there was collusion between traffickers and police:

What we think is that there’s involvement, because of their behaviour. Because it shouldn’t
happen. Because there are police right there on the doorstep, and the drug trafficking is
out in the open. So no one is interested in reporting it, because who are you going to
report it to? Who doesn’t know?

This appears to reflect a wider arrangement whereby residents largely avoid calling the
police to resolve problems, and instead seek to resolve conflicts themselves informally
or, in serious cases, by activating the PCC’s networks. These arrangements have been suc-
cessful in ‘pacifying’ the neighbourhood, leading to a remarkable reduction in violence
even as criminal markets remain as active as ever. However, they have left residents
largely without recourse to accountable forms of security, and with daily reminders of
the state’s failure to unilaterally produce ‘order’.

Conclusion: varieties of pacification

As the cases of Eldorado and Fazenda da Juta demonstrate, dynamics of order-making in
Brazil’s urban peripheries have undergone diverse and dramatic transformations over the
last four decades. As I have argued, it can be analytically useful to conceptualise these as
constituting ongoing processes of ‘pacification’. As Telles (2010) has argued, however, this
term needs to be used with great caution. As more state-centred understandings (e.g.
Neocleous, 2011, 2013; Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014) of pacification clearly show, the term
itself can be misleading. Pacification does not mean the production of peaceful or harmo-
nious relationships, but rather the suppression of conflict by actors with the capacity and
desire to do so. In the historical treatment of colonised populations, this has meant the
asymmetric imposition of terms by (neo)colonial states pursuing their own interests,
even if these may include some concessions designed to ensure lasting stability. The
need to then maintain order under changing social and economic conditions means
that pacification becomes a dynamic, ongoing process that is never definitively con-
cluded. In this respect, these analyses offer important insights into the continuing use
of state violence in the favelas and peripheries of São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and other Bra-
zilian cities today.

However, as I have argued, state-centred approaches overstate the degree to which
formal state actors unilaterally make order in these spaces. Instead, pacification
depends heavily on the actions of those beyond or at the margins of the state, and on
the arrangements of coexistence that these actors establish with local agents of the
state. The case sites are located in wider urban settings that have seen dramatic trans-
formations to criminal organisation since the 1980s. In Rio’s West Zone, there has been
a transition from highly localised arrangements, in which order was maintained by
police and other armed individuals acting informally and in ad hoc ways, to complex
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militia organisations monopolising diverse urban markets and often exercising quasi-
authoritarian forms of local control. In the peripheries of São Paulo, there have been tran-
sitions from the era of justiceiros to the fragmentation and extreme violence of the 1990s,
and then to the hegemony of the PCC since the mid-2000s, with its parallel systems of
regulation and justice.

Within these broader contexts, however, the case studies indicate that order-making
arrangements and practices are established at a muchmore local scale in response to con-
stantly changing urban conditions. As described, these effects may be observed at
different moments of peripheral urbanisation processes: from initial occupation, to con-
solidation and regularisation, to changes in housing market dynamics. In both cases, infor-
mal land occupations generated conflicting land claims, creating a perceived need – and
opportunities – for authoritative actors who could use their access to the means of vio-
lence to uphold the claims of some over others. These occupations also quickly produced
weakly regulated spaces where criminal markets could potentially flourish. While the
authoritative actors who emerged in Eldorado prevented drug-trafficking from taking
root, in Fazenda da Juta this and other criminal activities became established,
accompanied by high levels of everyday violence. Over time, however, processes of regu-
larisation and formalisation and the increased presence of state agents (something which
never occurred to the same degree in Eldorado) served to displace these activities into
other informal spaces in the area or to push them into being conducted in more covert
ways. This does not mean that the state successfully repressed criminal activity in
Fazenda da Juta, but rather that local criminal and state actors established new routines
and spatial arrangements to make their coexistence viable (see also Richmond, 2019).
Finally, as indicated by recent developments in Eldorado, rapid population growth and
increased resident turnover, channelled through informal housing markets, can create
new market opportunities but also pose challenges to established order and social
norms, generating new anxieties that may also reinforce demands for order-making
among some residents.

Clearly, Rio’s militias and the PCC are radically different types of criminal organisation
and the effects of these differences can be seen in the way pacification occurs. Whereas
the militias grew from within the state, in the form of state security agents who began to
act systematically outside of the law, the PCC emerged in opposition to it, as a form of
collective self-defence among prisoners that later spread across São Paulo’s criminal
world. Local actors are embedded in, and constrained by, these larger hierarchies and
regulatory structures, which help to determine, for example, which criminal activities
are permitted, how the use of force is regulated, and the nature of relationships
between local state and criminal actors. These differences are also visible in dominant rep-
resentations of the two types – drug traffickers are normatively viewed as ‘bandidos’ (crim-
inals), whereas militias are often seen as providing protection from them. These
ideological differences find their way into the discourses of local residents, for example
in the framing of militia dominated areas as being ‘free from criminality’.

Despite these differences, however, it is striking that residents in both cases tended to
mobilise remarkably similar narratives when discussing changes to local security con-
ditions over time. During fieldwork in both sites, I frequently heard variations on the fol-
lowing construction that I believe distils the pacification process in its essence: before ‘lots
of people died’, but now ‘it’s tranquil’. This apparent isomorphy between such different
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contexts suggests that we must look to social and institutional conditions in Brazil’s
favelas and peripheries more broadly, and the perceived ‘threats to order’ that continually
arise within them, to understand what drives the never-ending process of pacification.
Because if local arrangements established in Eldorado and Fazenda da Juta have, at
least for now, largely succeeded in suppressing such conflicts, elsewhere they continue
unabated.

Note

1. See Ferreira (2018) for a detailed account of this process.
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