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Abstract

In this thesis, a critical look has been posed on slum upgrading projects and the experiences of the
people who are undergoing its implementation and effects in Recife, Brazil.
Residents from poor urban areas respond to government programs in a creative way, without
expecting much change or improvement. They dream about a better life, and create an imaginary of
changes, while at the same time they remain distrustful toward the government’s aid. This leads to
the consequence that they use more than just the project’s approach to reach their imaginaries in a
parallel world of dreams.
Furthermore, the participatory approach woven into the project of Prometrópole appears to lack
enough space for the residents to participate in. Residents do not experience the participatory aspect
of the project to be useful for them, since their ideas and complaints do not travel beyond the field
offices of the project in the investigated neighbourhoods. Community leaders fill this gap, and shape
the project’s outcome by their concern and involvement in the neighbourhood. They use their own
format of the participatory approach to communicate between the residents and the project’s
officials.
The participatory approach can be seen as a government tool, used to gain more power in the area
by providing some space for its residents, yet not enough to reach actual decision making power.
Meanwhile, by implementing this type of project, certain categories have been created in which
people want to fit, according to the Foucauldian interpretation. Thus, the bottom-up approach is in
fact orchestrated from the top down; a reversed loop of power where responsibility remains stuck on
the bottom.
Do people change their perspectives on the city, and themselves as citizens with a project like
Prometrópole? Surely, they do feel more attached to the rest of the city, and feel that they belong
more. However, integral citizenship cannot be reached when the space that is given to the citizens to
‘develop’ is too small. In addition, it is not merely the relationship with the state and the residents of
poor areas that matters, also the rest of the city and society need to be involved in the path towards
integral citizenship.

4

Table of Contents
Acknowledgments ................................................................................................................................... 3
Abstract ................................................................................................................................................... 4
Chapter 1 ................................................................................................................................................. 7
Introduction......................................................................................................................................... 7
Theoretical framework ...................................................................................................................... 10
Methodology ..................................................................................................................................... 13
Chapter 2 ............................................................................................................................................... 19
Waiting on the world to change: in between promise and realization ............................................ 19
Speculating .................................................................................................................................... 20
Expecting ....................................................................................................................................... 23
Dreaming ....................................................................................................................................... 27
Waiting .......................................................................................................................................... 28
Conclusions.................................................................................................................................... 30
Chapter 3 ............................................................................................................................................... 32
Power to the people? ........................................................................................................................ 32
The reasons for participating from the project’s point of view .................................................... 34
The reasons for participating from the resident’s point of view .................................................. 35
Responsibility and community leaders ......................................................................................... 42
Participation: power to the people? ............................................................................................. 46
Conclusions.................................................................................................................................... 50
Chapter 4 ............................................................................................................................................... 51
Winning and losing ............................................................................................................................ 51
Progress ......................................................................................................................................... 51
Standstill ........................................................................................................................................ 58
Decline ........................................................................................................................................... 59
The view on the government ........................................................................................................ 62
Conclusions.................................................................................................................................... 67
5

Conclusions and further research ......................................................................................................... 68
Conclusions........................................................................................................................................ 68
Desinterestedness ......................................................................................................................... 68
The project as a factory of dreams ................................................................................................ 69
Community leaders and slum politics ........................................................................................... 70
The participatory approach and the discourse of citizenship ....................................................... 71
The luta continues ......................................................................................................................... 73
Further research ................................................................................................................................ 74
Bibliography........................................................................................................................................... 75
Online references: ......................................................................................................................... 78

6

Chapter 1

Introduction

Brazil is a country with many different faces: it is famous for the riches in culture, music and dance
and let’s not forget about the weather and the beautiful flora and fauna the country holds. On the
other hand, Brazil is also known for poor development, many social problems and inequalities.
Due to rapid urbanization of previous decades, many slums in Brazil are situated in the middle of the
city, next to middle class areas which are often protected by extending walls and surveillance
cameras (Caldeira 2000). The cities were simply incapable of providing all the migrants and the poor
with houses and public services. This has resulted in extensive numbers of slum areas in every city,
where thousands of people are living under precarious circumstances. Due to the inequalities and
disparities between people and their homes and lives, Brazilian cities bear social problems, spatial
segregation and the existence of slums alongside shopping malls and beach resorts marking the
landscape.
For this research, I conducted fieldwork in a poor area of Recife, which is the capital of the state
Pernambuco in the Northeast of the country. This part of Brazil is poorer and less developed than
the South of Brazil in terms of education facilities, infrastructure and industry (Rebhun 1999: 38-39).
The city of Recife has an estimated total of 1.536.934 inhabitants (IBGE 2010). According to Assies
(1992) a total of 60 % of the population of Recife resides in the slums, yet merely 14% of the city is
slum area (de Souza 2001). Unlike other, more typical, Brazilian slums where centre-periphery
patterns take place (Kolling 2010, Caldeira 2000) the slums of Recife are scattered throughout the
entire city, bordering and mingling with richer parts of the city which results in contrasting sights.
Since the formation of illegal settlements, the city of Recife has been trying to diminish these areas
or improve them. In the 1980’s the government of Recife has introduced a program called ZEIS:
Zonas Especiais de Interessa Social. This program created a legal framework (PREZEIS) that enables
slum dwellers to remain on occupied land. Of the 94 quarters Recife is rich of, 65 are ZEIS (IBGE: 1 juli
2009). However, as Koster and Nuijten write (Koster and Nuijten 2011) in spite of this recognition of
ZEIS, the actual process of implementation of the project is lengthy.
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The project of Prometrópole

In 2003, the city of Recife has introduced a slum upgrading project called: Prometrópole. The project
is run by the city of Recife as well as the federal government of Brazil, the government of the state of
Pernambuco and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (hereafter referred to
as the World Bank). It is financed both by the federal government of Brazil and the World Bank which
approved of a loan of at least 55 US$m (World Bank, Report No. PID9277).
Due to the banking crisis in 2007, the project of Prometrópole experienced problems with the
planned program; with the same amount of borrowed money, less was feasible caused by inflation of
the American Dollar. In 2010, the contract of the project of Prometrópole has ended, however, the
state of Pernambuco continues to execute the plans the project of Prometrópole intended to
execute but never achieved due to lack of financial sources. The plans now continue under the
names PAC I and PAC II (Programa de Aceleracão do Crescimento).
The aim of the project is to improve both the private and the public space. The private space is the
need for land and housing by the citizens of Recife. The improvement of the infrastructure, the
spatial ordering and the state services are within the public space. Also the environment plays a large
role in the project: the river Beberibe runs through the area where I was situated to conduct
research. The people living alongside the river, lacking garbage collection services and the like,
pollute this river severely.
The claimed objective the World Bank holds towards the project is to ‘improve the wealth and wellbeing of the urban poor’ as well as to improve ‘the institutional capacity of state, local, private and
civic entities to plan for, deliver and maintain basic shelter and urban services for the low income in a
coordinated and sustainable manner’ (World Bank, Report No. PID9277: 5).
This objective stands in stark contrast with the alleged objective of the project claimed by an
architect of the project: she explained that the project’s main concern is the environmental
improvements in the city such as the water improvement and the open flow of the river. With the
help of the World Bank, besides improving the quality of water, the city was now able to give
attention to the people who have to live in these polluted scenes as well.
The World Bank employs a participatory approach in this project, focusing on the participation of civil
society and putting an emphasis on citizenship and rights (World Bank, Report No. AB1774).
The slum dwellers are believed to participate by joining meetings about the project and become a
decision makers. The idea behind this is to let the poor have a part of their own development, and
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increase their social capital. While improving their living environment, they are supposed to
transform as well, or ‘to civilize’ as Nuijten articulates it (Nuijten 2011).
In execution the project of Prometrópole comprises of several elements: after notifications by
project officials and project meetings houses are torn down after consent of its owners. The
residents of these houses then search for temporary living, with a small monthly financial support by
the government (auxilio moradia). After a certain, indefinite period of waiting, people are chosen by
way of drawing names to move into their new houses, which are built by construction companies
hired by the project. Most of the time, the newly built houses are not on the same spot as before,
but moved to a different part within the same area. By law, it is now illegal to remove residents from
their own bairro, whereas before, it was common to relocate slum residents to the outskirts of the
city or the countryside.
Another element of the project is the canalization of the river, with the intention of imporving the
riverflow. Some parts of the area now have the river flowing underneath the streets; other parts
have an open canal.
In addition, streets are being paved by the project and sewages, water and electricity systems are
organized. Furthermore, the houses receive a street name and a postal code; the people gain official
residence.
The project is designed for the residents of the poor urban areas of Recife. From theory given by the
World Bank (World Bank, Report No. PID9277: 5) (World Bank, Report No. AB1774), we can learn
that this project is going to enhance the social capital and residential living of the residents of these
poor areas. Also, the people will be given a house, and will become more part of the formal
administration of the city. This implicates the goal of the project to be that people from poor areas
become capable of generating an income and pay taxes.
How does this project become real in practice? How are people from these poor urban areas dealing
with the coming of a project of this scale, and what do they expect from it? The execution of a
project is one thing, how it is perceived and ‘lived’ is another. In this thesis I want to illustrate how
the subjects of the project of Prometrópole, the people, are experiencing its impacts and
implications. My research question therefore is:
How do residents of poor urban areas in Recife, Brazil experience the programme of Prometrópole
and what influence does the programme have on their lives and perspectives on their position in
society?
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Further sub questions are:


How do slum dwellers experience and deal with the waiting process prior to the
implementation of the programme?



In what way and for what reasons do people participate in the programme of Prometrópole?



What influence does the experience of the programme have on the people’s perspectives of
their lives and their position in society?

Theoretical framework

In this research I take a Foucauldian stand; I look at concepts, ideas, and use of language as
structured by discourse. Discourse is referred by Foucault as being ‘the general domain of all
statements, sometimes as an individualizable group of statements, and sometimes as a regulated
practice that accounts for a number of statements’ (Foucault 1972: 80). According to Foucault,
discourse refers to structures and rules, which are unwritten but nonetheless produce every-day
practices.
I use the notion of governmentality, given by Foucault, to explain and exemplify the ways and the
tools the government of Brazil and the project of Prometrópole use to exercise power. I base the
translation of the notion of governmentality on the clarification of Oksala (2008), as well as
Foucault’s own lectures and essays (Foucault 2004, (ed.) Senellart). Governmentality is about
biopower, a notion that speaks of the management of life. Governmentality also includes disciplinary
power or subjectivation of people through normalities; the ones in power decide what is normal or
outside the realm of normal. Additionally, governmentality is about the governing of the self; a
person is not free of norms and conventions but guided by them. People become governed but at
the same time are able to feel free. Through practices, technologies and behaviors, people are
governed by the state apparatus. With governmentality, or ‘the art of governing’ (Foucault, in Oksala
2008) people become modified through the embodiment of technologies of power. Societal rules
and discourses are excepted and normalized by people. The ways in which these discourses are
excepted through technologies of power is called embodiment. As a result, people regulate
themselves by means of disciplinary power, wanting to be included in the ‘normal’. In this thesis I will
focus on the subjectivation of people through governmentality.
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The state is able to control the social behavior of people through technologies of power, which are
“concrete practices that give form to specific political rationalities” (Foucault, in Oksala 2008: 84)
According to Foucault, it is crucial to study the primacy of practices of power since it can enhance
your knowledge of the state and its workings. I believe the participatory approach is one of the many
technologies of power at hand in Recife, Brazil. By participating, people are given the opportunity of
being ‘good citizens’ since this is what the project wants them to do. People want to be good citizens,
as Ong writes (1996), they shape themselves in what they are expected to be from top down
processes.
Participatory approaches started as a means to give people more say in the development plans
offered by governments and organizations. Chambers initiated the notion of Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA), which introduced methods and approaches for developers to let the local people
share their local knowledge, be a part and own the project to a certain extend in order to plan and
act upon their own development (Chambers 1992). His notion was meant to put certain roles,
discussions and input in reverse. The outsiders would not decide and dominate the local people, but
merely provide the means to develop. With this participatory role, people can use local knowledge
which automatically reflects local power.
Since then, a growing mount of critiques on this approach has been written, among others by Cooke
and Kothari who claim that the outsiders still dominate the local by deciding on the plans, shaping
and directing the local people and knowledge while, through this way, keeping power at hand.
Generally, there is a lack of connectedness between the people who are participating and the status
quo of power, power relations and politics in the specific area. Social change is consequently missed
due to these failing connections. (Cooke and Kothari 2001). Mohan (2001) adds to this that a focus
on the local is limited in the sense that larger and wider scale issues such as injustice, inequality and
oppression usually have a greater significance than the local empowerment. Additionally, power and
relations on structure and agency are insufficiently exposed because this participatory approach
focuses on individual cases where empowerment was the goal. However, empowerment of a
marginal group cannot be gained when the world outside this group is not understood as well
(Hickey and Mohan 2005). I will support this theory in this thesis.
Despite the wave of critiques on the participatory approach, large development agencies and
governments keep using this method in their developmental policies and practices (Hickey and
Mohan 2005).

11

There is an emerging focus on citizenship, borne from the focus on political participation, which deals
with rights and increasing influence on decision making processes. Alongside this focus on
citizenship, arrived an attention to ‘good governance’, which demanded more responsiveness from
governments to the demands of its people (Gaventa 2002). Participatory citizenship thus emerged.
Regarding citizenship, I will look at the anthropological interpretation of citizenship in the footsteps
of Holston, whose multitudinous works have helped me greatly in the path toward understanding
discussions on Brazilian cities, citizenship, poor people and power.
He writes about two types of citizenship: substantive citizenship and formal citizenship (Holston and
Appadurai 1996). Formal citizenship refers to the membership and consequential rights a person has
within a nation state. Being registered, having a passport, paying taxes and having the opportunity to
vote are all included within formal citizenship. The substantive citizenship refers to the other rights
such as civil rights, political, socio-economical rights and cultural rights (Ibid.). Holston and Appadurai
(1996) explain in their article how formal citizenship gives people rights in theory, where substantive
citizenship refers to the rights and access to rights people gain in practice. Most rights are gained in
practice, which makes formal citizenship less necessary than substantive citizenship. For example,
poor citizens may have the same rights as a more richer citizen, however they can be more limited in
achieving the same rights because of class, prejudices and background. Holston calls this two faced
citizenship, differentiated citizenship. The rights of citizens in Brazil have been distributed according
to social differences (Holston 2009). “Most rights have been available only to particular kinds of
citizens and exercised as the privilege of particular social categories”(Ibid.: 19).
Furthermore, Holston discusses a type of citizenship that is typical for a country such as Brazil, where
besides formal citizenship, more and more people additionally gain substantive citizenship: insurgent
citizenship (Holston 2009). Insurgent citizenship makes the status quo of the dominant regime of
citizenship tremble on its fundaments. The way in which people are using their citizenship in Brazil is
changing rapidly, which creates a process of destabilization. Holston refers to this as “an unstable mix
of old and new formulations of citizenship” (Ibid.: 21). As a consequent of this rickety mix, Holston
names increasing street violence by gangs, as well as the police.

The differentiated citizenship can be closely linked to different forms of marginalization Perlman
describes to have seen in Brazil (1976). As Perlman mentioned in her book ‘The Myth of
Marginalization’ (1976), the reasons for dissatisfaction about the new houses could as well be related
to cultural, social and political marginalization besides economic marginalization. What Holston and
Perlman intend to say is that one fragment of citizenship or inclusion is not enough to improve the
12

situation for the urban poor. There are many ways in which people can be excluded. Examples of this
exclusion are found in this thesis, grounding this theory.

In this thesis I use the notion of community leader and broker, referring to the definition of Koster
(2009) who has spent several years in the area where I too was conducting fieldwork. He studied how
community leaders are the brokers between the slum dwellers and the government.
This slum politics, as described by Koster, is about “a culture of social connections which emerges
from the particular sociabilities of life in the slum *…+ whereby social connections are established
around specific needs and aspirations” (Koster 2009: 171). He argues that “community leaders are
the main articulators and facilitators of slum politics” (Ibid.: 33). Auyero describes how these needs
and aspirations are solved through networks which he refers to as ‘problem solving network’ (Auyero
2000: p.80). These networks are maintained through strategies of key persons Auyero refers to as
brokers who have access to resources and claims. The brokers are the facilitators for the people who
wish to make use of the network (Ibid.: 86). The problem solving networks inevitably overlap with
political networks, as Auyero argues. In poor urban areas more and more people rely on a reciprocal
help system. The brokers facilitate between the slum dwellers and those who have the resources; the
politicians (Ibid.: 84-86).
Brokers can be seen as the party who knows both the client and the patron, he or she has know-how
of each side, and can therefore negotiate well between the two. The broker is flexible, empathetic
and has many contacts on each side. The broker is usually a person from the same area as the slum
dwellers, but has the advantage of understanding life outside the slums. A broker needs to be
altruistic when it comes to helping the neighbourhood and its people. Personal gain is penalized by a
decrease of support and trust of the neighbourhood (Koster 2009).

Methodology

In order to understand the people living in slums in Recife and learning their experiences with and
responses to a government slum upgrading project, it is crucial to investigate the deeper layers of
slum life: why do people act and think the way they do? To achieve this, I applied ethnographic and
anthropological methods to my research. I used participatory observations in order to learn the
language, and to better understand Brazilian life and its people. In addition, through the participatory
observations, I was able to experience everyday life of the residents of the areas.
13

Rebhun adresses in her book on Love in Northeast Brazil (1999) how important it is to acknowledge
the plurality of realities among people. Not one person is the same, or has the same ideas,
expectations or practices as the other. Like Rebhun did in Caruaru, I studied individuals and their
individual stories, instead of aiming to grasp one big covering story. Therefore, in this thesis there are
different stories of people responding and reacting to the government project Prometrópole in many
varying and contradicting ways. Their stories are examples of how people cope with changes and
promises; I intend not to display a static, all covering claimed truth but several dynamics and
individual realities.

The different bairros

During my research period, I was living on the edge of the bairro of Campina do Barreto, close to the
part people refer to as Chão de Estrelas. There are several ways of naming and referring to parts of
the city: there is the official name city hall refers to, the codes for different areas the project has
given the city, and the popular names residents use in daily life. Because of the confusion of the
names of the areas, it became a struggle for me to understand the exact lay-out of the city. I gave up
trying to follow an official line in this matter. Most of the time, I use the name the residents of that
specific area use to refer to their community, in some cases I refer to the area with a name given by
government officials.
I was able to make contact with residents from Chão de Estrelas, but also with residents from
neighbouring communities in the city such as Capilé, Saramandaia, Peixinhos. It was very interesting
to get to know people from several different areas because people from outside have a different
view on the area than its residents. Allegations, accusations and fears of residents about a
neighbouring area would often be discussed. The value of getting to know more than one area soon
became clear. Interviewing and speaking to people from different locations taught me that the issues
and problems we were talking about such as violence, unemployment and drug trafficking are in fact
massive and present everywhere. Residents from one area blame other areas of being more violent
or dangerous. Yet, the people who are actually living in the other area feel the exact opposite; their
area is safer and better than the other area. Thus, studying in more than one area made daily life in
poor urban areas more comprehensive for me.
When I came to live in the area described in this thesis, many people already had profited from
newly built government houses. Other people were still waiting for their new houses in temporary
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livings. Yet other people were still living alongside the rivers in made shift houses, waiting for the
project to reach their doors.
Because of the timing of my research, I got to see and meet people in all different phases of the
project, which meant that I was able to get an interesting and thorough view on the situation
surrounding the project.

Safety

Not one book or conversation could have prepared me for the life in a slum in Brazil. I knew from the
beginning that the area where I would stay was not a safe place, quite the opposite. But hearing
about it, is quite far apart from experiencing it. In the area where I conducted fieldwork, violence is
divided in two different categories: on the one hand, there is violence between drug-related groups
and rivals. On the other hand, there is violence such as robberies, domestic violence or assaults. The
violence caused by conflicts between rivalry groups, often relating drugs or territory, is the violence
people fear the most. Personal revenges or clashes of groups on the streets are not rare. The
disputes are sometimes announced beforehand, to inform people which area or street they ought to
evade in order not to be part of a dispute or settlement. But sometimes people are surprised by a
group of running youths, shooting at random to scare other groups or people. Residents are afraid of
stray bullets, since many know others who were killed by one, either on the streets or in their own
homes.
Luckily, I did not live a bad experience in Brazil; I was not robbed nor a witness to violent situations.
Nevertheless, the idea of violence changes the way you walk on the streets, sit in your car, and eat
your lunch in a lunchroom. Whenever I was on my way for an interview or meeting, before leaving
the house, I needed to think about how to bring money, if to bring, where to hide my voice recorder
and whether to bring my cell-phone. I did not want to get robbed, and bringing along a bag, or
obvious ‘treasures’ like a cell-phone were invitations for thieves.
A more serious difficulty was knowing where to walk. The streets did not change overnight, but the
relations between bairros and violent groups did. One day a street could be relatively safe, the other
day it was the scene of a violent dispute between groups of individuals. Being an outsider, I was not
on the wave of gossip; it was hard to know where not to walk and who not to talk to. I solved this
problem by often asking the residents about the situation on conflicts between groups and bairros
and learning from them. The hard thing was that there was no logic to the way the route was
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constantly changing, and sometimes I failed to hear the gossip and found myself in a deserted street,
which is usually an indicator of coming danger in a normally crowded slum.
During my time in Recife I was able to borrow a car, which lent me more freedom and safety.
Travelling by car gave me more stress in the sense that, of course, the car could be stolen too,
however it also gave me more opportunities to go to neighbouring areas. A car gave me the feeling
of safety and ability to flee from a situation of possible danger, luckily this did not happen once.
There was a period of time where the road toward Saramandaia and Capilé was very unsafe due to
an ongoing bairro dispute. The car enabled me to keep my appointments in those areas and I was
able to continue my research there. I would not have walked that road since anybody I spoke to
discouraged me to do so.
The idea of danger has affected my research in the sense that it tired me very much. By the time I
went back to the Netherlands, I was exhausted. The constant threat and the staying on guard were
unexpectedly hard to deal with for me.
In addition, this situation of insecurity affected my research since I was not able to travel everywhere
I wanted to out of safety precautions. To most areas and houses I was accompanied by somebody
from that area or my fellow researcher at that time. This put a restriction on my freedom to go
anywhere I wanted or needed to go regarding research and leisure.
I realize that I am a lucky person, being able to leave this situation and return ‘home’ where I can
relax and enjoy safety. Still, I often think about the children of those slums, and the effect the lack of
safety must have on them while growing up.

My contacts

Although my time in Recife was limited, I was quickly able to make contact with residents from the
area with the already existing ties of friendships and contacts one of my supervisors enjoyed in the
neighbourhoods due to previous research periods on her account. The fact that I had a way into the
bairro of Chão de Estrelas made it possible for me to conduct this research within 4 months, although
I would have loved to stay longer.
The contacts given to me by my supervisor were useful to me, and through these initial contacts I got
to know more people; I experienced the so called snowball effect.
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In addition to that, I can truly say that most Brazilian people certainly know how to welcome a
stranger in their midst: they are very warm-hearted and inviting people. This beautiful quality of
character has helped me tremendously in getting to know more people.
Due to the fact that I am a woman, it was easier for me to get into contact with women. Also, I
personally felt safer among women, since they often had children with them which can make a scene
friendlier. I felt like I had more to talk about with women than with men, for instance about their
children. I noticed that women were more open to me than men, and also more interested in talking
to me. Of course, this does not account for every man and woman; I have met silent women, and
very talkative men as well.
I conducted various interviews of which 20 were recorded. Recording interviews was challenging
since bringing devices can lead to stolen devices, plus, background noise, such as music, has often
made it impossible to record a conversation.
Also, I noticed from time to time that bringing my voice recorder made people more interested in
talking, while other people became more shy or formal when introduced to the device. I relied on my
ability to ‘know’ when it would be a good situation to bring a voice recorder or when to leave it at
the house. Unfortunately, it happened several times that afterwards I regretted not bringing the
device. One time, an interlocutor even got a little mad at me for not bringing it. She believed the
interview not to be official or real without the device, and felt that I did not take her serious. I
promised her I would be back soon with the device. In the end I conducted some wonderful
interviews with her, both recorded and unrecorded by the voice recorder.
During many conversations I have made notes, or relied on my memory, which I would write down as
soon as I was back home. In case of memory failure, I would solve this problem by asking about a
required detail during a follow up conversation. During prepared semi-structured interviews I was
sure to note everything down on paper, in order to write field notes afterwards.
Additionally, I wrote field notes almost every day, about my thoughts, small talk I had with
neighbours or friends, adventures or curiosities about things I did or do not understand yet.
The names in this thesis are fake names, due to the anonymity I want my contacts to enjoy. Like any
other ethnographer, I have had many conversations that were unofficial and not indicated as an
interview since we were just talking. However, also the little conservations and the small talk have
provided me with so much information, that I cannot guarantee consent of all the people I have
spoken to.
Furthermore, some people were moving back and fro the border of legality, I do not wish to get them
into trouble by uttering their expectations, ideas and schemes of opportunism.
17

I have deliberately made contact with residents of the area who found themselves in all the different
stages of the project, in order to grasp as many positions people are situated in as possible. The
reason I wanted to do this was to have an all-round view on the effects and experiences of the
people toward the project.
I have spoken to more women than men, although men are also represented in this thesis. In total I
have recorded 20 in-depth interviews. Furthermore, I have 13 non recorded in-depth interviews,
undertaken with 6 different interlocutors.
The backgrounds of the key interlocutors in this thesis will be further discussed in the following
chapters.

Relevance of the research

This research may have important insights in the reality of the residents undergoing a top down
planned government project. After planning, implementing and finishing a project, it seems very
important to me, to understand how people who are the objects of these projects have experienced
them. I believe that it is crucial for further planning, to first evaluate and understand the views of the
residents of these slums in order to be able to learn from experiences and narratives.
There are many discussions on the usefulness of planned projects (Escobar 1992, Roe 1991, Ferguson
1990) since bottom up approaches have become the counterpart. This study can be valuable as a
people’s evaluation of the project of Prometrópole to support or compare with more statistic
evaluation on the number of houses, and GDP changes.
Furthermore, in scientific articles many discussions are raised on the rights of people and different
types of citizenship without understanding how the people themselves view these notions and their
position towards these notions. As Gaventa (2002) writes: “Little yet is known of how rights and
citizenship are understood by poor people themselves, how they are realised in practice across
different conditions and contexts, and with what impact” (Gaventa 2002: 2). With this thesis I want
to add to this knowledge gap.
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Chapter 2

Waiting on the world to change: in between promise and realization

For many years, the poor people of Recife have built their lives and future in slums by themselves.
Generations have started and ended in the slums. Many people I have met in the bairro where I was
working have lived in the same slum all their lives. Some old people remember moving there when
they were little, and taken to the city by their parents. Others cannot remember or imagine a life
outside of the slums where they grew up.
All these years, the government has been active and present only on the margins of the lives of these
people. Both parties took occasional glances at each other; for instance when the police invaded the
area looking for drugs or drugs related crimes and people. Another example is when people go to
court to find family members taken away to prisons or during election times on moments politicians
realized that many votes were to be gained from the slums.
In the last years, there has been more contact between the slum dwellers and the state of Brazil.
Services like electricity companies and water providers have recently been expanding their contracts
in the neighbourhoods. Before the project of Prometrópole, only people living in villa houses were
able to enjoy the privileges of a bathroom or running water. Electricity was and still is illegally cut off
from the power cables run overhead in the city.
In what way did the slum dwellers have contact with the state before the start of the project of
Prometrópole? Taking a look at the book of Koster ‘In fear of abandonment’ (2009), teaches us that
the people who live in this area of Recife need mediators in order to arrange things between the
government and them; a community leader. An example of this is the process of acquiring an identity
card. The community leader organizes the transport, the payment and the date on which people can
come with him or her to city hall to arrange the ID card. Koster argues that this identity card is the
“most tangible object in the relationship between slum dwellers and the state” (Koster, 2009: 298).
He further describes that the state presence in the slums is most visibly through police force.
There can be concluded that during the years of poverty, living in illegality and exclusion, there has
been a chasm between the government and the people living in slums of Recife.
After years of relative silence from the government’s side, what do people expect from it? Do they
perceive promises the government is making through the implementation of the project as real,
feasible and legitimate? What do they expect to gain from it, and what do they expect to lose?
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In this chapter I will describe how residents of the area deal with the period of time before they
personally get to see results from the project. I will discuss speculations and created images of the
project, then I will continue with expectations people have about the outcome of the project,
followed by a section about dreaming. Finally, I will draw to a close with a paragraph that discusses
the waiting process people have to deal with and how a person can lose his or her independency
while waiting for their world to change.

Speculating

Since the beginning of the project of Prometrópole, the people living in the urban area that will be
under construction have heard many promises of the project and what the project can do for them.
In addition, the residents have heard rumours and speculations about the project, with the result
that many of the residents have created their own image of what is about to happen to their lives
and their bairro. Among all the images created around the idea of the project and its effects, are
speculations. In this paragraph, I intend to describe the way in which people work with these
speculations.
In order to gain from the project, the easiest and best way is to create the opportunities to gain an
extra house. Once somebody gets their hands on an extra house, in addition to the house they
already received, or will receive, an amount of money can be made by selling or renting out this
second house. The housing market in the slums of Recife is a lively, profitable market, for both
government’s houses and shacks or a piece of land.
It is not very difficult to get your hands on an extra government house, even though the
administrative part of the project is trying with might to prevent this from happening.
The way the system works now, is that people who live in a shack by the riverside are paid a visit by
the people who are making a cadastral survey of the area. These employees attempt to create an
integral record of the area in order to register all its residents and its houses. Every family gains a
house, in return for their former house. A house for a house, is the standard. The plan of the project,
as one of the architects of the project has informed me, is that everybody gains from the project,
nobody should loose. However, sometimes, a shack that is removed from the riverside is relatively
bigger, more structured and well-built than the other houses in the area. In this case, people receive
money in return for their home, in order to rebuild it elsewhere. But this happens rarely, most
people do not get the opportunity to choose between a government house or money; they simply
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have to move into a governments house because they receive nothing else in return for their lost
homes.
A huge problem the project’s administrators are facing is that, because of the international bank
crisis, the project had to come to a halt some years ago. Before this halt, the cadastral survey had
already been done and finished. Everybody in the area had been registered; all the houses and its
residents had been numbered and put into computer files. However, during the intermezzo between
the first cadastral survey and the restart of the project the survey became worthless. Why? Because
life in the slums is as changeable as the weather: babies are being born, people die, disappear or run
away from debts, crimes or other people. Many men change homes and families. People send their
children off to live with grandparents, or grandparents move into the slums from elsewhere,
etcetera. In other words, the slums and its residents change rapidly, what made the previous survey
invalid. They had to do it all over again in 2010.
I had the opportunity to join an employee who had the burden to conduct the survey and follow him
in his work for some days. What he has told me, is that people started building more shacks and
make it look like they live there, in order to gain an extra house. Families separated so that they
looked like two, effectively, they will gain two houses; one on the name of the woman, the other
house on the name of her partner. Sometimes, and I have seen this happening, children are send
away to live in newly made shift houses by the rivers. These make-believe houses do not contain
much, since the people are already very poor. Often, there is just a mattress and a stove. But the
children live there, in order to gain a house for themselves. The number of shacks and families has
been growing so fast and is still growing; it is obvious people are changing shacks and building shacks
to be able to gain. The problem is that the project’s employees cannot control this situation, they can
merely guess who is telling the truth and who is lying about their houses. A consequence of this
situation is that there are not enough houses built for all the people in the area. Some receive none,
other receive two or more. A second consequence is that the value of land in slums is rising very fast
due to the high demand for empty shacks and plots of land to build new shacks on.
What the employees do to try to prevent this scam, is to continue questioning the residents of
houses in the hope of catching them telling a clear lie. An example of this is when an employee
visited the area and stumbled upon a house, of which she suspected it to be just a barnlike property
since she could see a horse outside, and the house smelled of horse. She asked the man who claimed
to be living there who he was and he responded that he was a renter, and that he rented the house
of people living next to it. However, the woman did not believe this and kept on talking to the man
until a girl came running out of the other house crying out: “Daddy, daddy! Will you come play with
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me?” Now the woman found out that the man was in fact the father of the child, and he was lying
about his living conditions.
Nice examples of this speculation game are the stories of Rosanna and Leo. Rosanna is a woman
living in Villa Redencão, a slum I will discuss further on in this chapter. She has a small house, where
she lives with her daughter. Unfortunately, her husband died of an illness two years ago. The size of
her house is about 6 square meters, and it is divided into two rooms; a kitchen and a bedroom. Inside
the kitchen are a small, separate toilet, a stove, some cabinets and a television. Through a hole in the
wall, for which Rosanna and her daughter have to bend and lean over, there is access to the
bedroom the two women share. When I saw her struggling with this hole, during a visit to her house,
this seemed very strange to me and I asked why she has a hole in the wall, and not just a door or
bigger opening. She responded that she’d had the door bricked up with stones, so that her house
looked like it were two houses. Was this silly of her, would anybody believe her scam of two houses
each of three square meters? Rosanna is now living in her tiny house, with a challenging access to
her bedroom, for what? I guess because she has the idea she can gain more, by fooling the
employees of the survey. In the meantime, every night she wants to go to sleep, she has to squeeze
herself through that hole in the wall.

Another story of a woman speculating about the project is Leo, who lives with her partner and both
their own set of young children in a newly built government house. She comes from the slum of
Peixinhos, where so far the survey has been conducted only once. This makes the area very popular
since there is still an opportunity for people to be registered for the second survey. Since Leo knows
the area and its residents living there, it was not very difficult to get her hands on an empty piece of
land, which she bought for 700 Reias (approximately 300 Euros, April 2011), not a small amount of
money for someone like Leo. The plot of land is about 3 square meters big, and she managed to
build a shack from materials she had to buy for an additional 500 Reias (approx. 220 Euros). The
prizes amazed me tremendously; in total Leo had to spend around 1200 Reias to build a shack
without flooring, rainproof roofing or furniture. She doesn’t have a bathroom, running water or
electricity. She is planning to put up a light bulb with wired electricity from the neighbours. This tiny
little house, with nothing more than a mattress, a stove and a table put together on a dirt floor is
worth a lot of money! Leo put all her savings in this trick, and even more, as she borrowed money
from friends as well. She is sleeping in this shack, while during the day she’s at home, taking care of
her children. She has told me that she isn’t afraid, because she’s used to living in a shack and being in
the slums. She is giving al her energy and money to this shack, in the hope that the cadastral survey
will include her and provide her with the dream of a new house.
22

Unfortunately I haven’t been around long enough to find out whether she actually got the house; I
guess she is still waiting for it though. But that is not the point I am trying to make; whether people
succeed in this game or not. The point I’m trying to make is that because of the project and the
speculations people make, residents become inventive in creating an opportunity for themselves and
their families to gain more. The sad thing is that they lose more than they had hoped for since it is
often pretty clear that they are lying. They invest a lot of money in these conversions of their houses
or building new shacks, without knowing the outcome.
What I have noticed is that opportunism plays a grand part in the lives of people dealing with the
ideas of the project. Everybody wants to gain in the most profitable way. Some want to gain just for
the money, others want to secure the future of their children, yet other people think they need more
houses in order to create a home for their large families. However, what connects them is that
nobody really knows what is going on, and what is about to happen to them and their families.
People merely depend on the speculations, which they rely on in their opportunistic games. This
makes these games a gamble. Leo and Rosanna are still in oblivion regarding their success with their
scheme. They yet have to find out what lies ahead of them in the future.

Expecting

A lot of people, whom I spoke with, recall that they do or did not expect anything from the project;
they remain sceptical until they get proof of the realization of the promise of a new house. I will try
to make the expectations of people in slums of government’s aid visible with the story of Anabela
and her daughter Gabriela.
Anabela is a 65 year old woman who has been living in Villa Redencão for almost 40 years now; ever
since the slum sprouted from the closed market stalls. Villa Redencão is also referred to as the Old
Market, since there used to be a market with booths and stalls right on the spot where now the slum
of Villa Redencão resides.
Anabela came here with nothing more than two young children, and the hope to find a permanent,
safe place to live. Prior to Villa Redencão, she was living on the streets, without a husband or the
support of her poor family. When she got here, she found herself a nice stall, with cover and a floor
of tamped earth. She used some cardboard where she laid her children on to sleep during the first
nights. All night she would stay awake and watch over her children, who faced the risks of rat bites
and snake attacks as they were sleeping on the ground of the new-born slum. In the months and
years that followed, many people who were living either on the streets or in worse circumstances
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than a slum searched for a safe haven in the old market booths. As a result of these moves, and
naturally of extensions of the families, Villa Redencão is now an overcrowded, cramped and
dangerous slum. It is cramped because of the spatial limits the market space has, and it is dangerous
because the old market has become an agglomeration of drugs related crimes and domestic violence.
Furthermore, the slum suffers from precarious circumstances concerning hygiene and poverty. As
the old market was never intended to be more than a market, there was no sewage, water supply or
electricity in the area. Nowadays, all houses are supplied with tapped electricity wiring, water and
even some with sewages. However, the sewage is partly above ground, and very accessible to rats,
snakes and other creatures you do not want in your house.

A narrow street in Villa Redecão, 2010. Author’s photograph.

Most of the houses are as small as a couple of square meters, with merely a bed, a television, a small
stove and a drawer to fill up the space. Some do not have a shower, bath or toilet. The area is rich in
children, dogs and cats, and rats. All the residents know each other, as most of them are related in
some sort of way: Anabela’s mom has given birth to 25 children, of which 12 are still alive. Of them, 7
also live in Villa Redencão with their extensive families. Anabela herself has given birth to 7 girls, of
which she lost one; her first child. All her children still live in Villa Redencão except for Gabriela, who
has already been provided with a government house.

24

While she is cutting vegetables and chicken parts to prepare feijão in her cramped little house, she
stops and looks at me with one raised eyebrow and says:
‘Seeing is believing, if you ask me. My mother lived here much of her life, and she waited this whole time
for help, but she died while waiting because she died without receiving any thing in her life. My daughters
are born in this house, and they will die here. I am not expecting anything, because nothing is coming.’

I am surprised to hear her say this, because one of her own daughters has received a government
house three years ago. Anabela said that she would believe in the project when she would see
results, and this to me seems like a clear result.
Yet, when I talk to this daughter, Gabriela, things become clearer to me. Gabriela grew up in Villa
Redencão with her mother and sisters. At the age of 11 she had to work as a resident maid in a rich
area of the city in order to make money for the family so that her sisters were able to go to school.
She did not have the benefits of an education, and at the age of 14 she was pregnant with her first
child whom she handed over to her mother, so that she was still able to work as a maid. Later,
Gabriela married and gave birth to two more children in another slum near the riverside since her
husband came from that area. As people living by the riverside were first in line to be replaced to
another area, she already had seen many government’s officials come and go over the past 16 years.
Nevertheless, Gabriela tells me that she had never imagined that anything would come from this
registration work and visits by these officials “who would say: ‘you are going to get out of here’ but
we never got out of that place”. When the people at the riverside were moved elsewhere because of
the demolition of their shacks, she still did not believe that she would gain from it. When she and her
fellow slum dwellers were indeed given a house, she recalls that:
‘Everybody cried and started making cakes to celebrate. Nobody saw this coming, nobody was expecting
anything, do you understand? I didn’t expect anything. But now I do, and now I expect more, now they
care for the people who still live in the slums.’

Listening to her story makes me understand that Gabriela and her family really have to be able to
touch it with their own hands, see the difference with their own eyes, and realize the change in order
to really believe that somebody helped them. This shows that somebody like Gabriela has learned
that nothing just comes your way; you have to fight for it, work hard and make sacrifices in order to
gain in your life. Just like she had to work ever since she was little, so that with her earned money her
sisters could learn to write and read, something that she is now struggling with as she never learned
this herself. When it finally does happen, as Gabriela’s account points out, everybody is surprised and
the emotional reaction to this translates the astonishment that this surprise brings.
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Poor people learn to deal with their own problems, not expecting anybody else than themselves to
stand up and fight for them. Where does this come from?
The lack of government attention of the past decennia plays a great role in this lack of expectations.
Unmet promises, made during election times, have numbed people from believing politicians on
their words. Moreover, many people I have talked to were able to give an account of a bad
experience with the state’s authorities. Stories of police violence were followed by stories on how,
according to slum dwellers, the slum gangsters are believed to be more trustworthy than the police
in this area since the gangsters have a more clear status and way of working. The police can be very
unpredictable and use arbitrary violence in order to gather information or place somebody under
arrest. Come to think that, according to Koster (2009), the police are the most visible presence of the
state in the slums; it is not hard to imagine that slum dwellers distrust this authority when they have
seen it abusing its power too often. The police are also the authority to address when people want to
report a crime or incident. Slum dwellers simply do not trust the police.
Historically, slum dwellers have been excluded from the rest of society due to their life in the slums.
Their status as slum dwellers automatically placed them “on the other side of the law” according to
Holston (2009). Holston argues that differentiated citizenship is now being replaced by insurgent
citizenship under the urban masses. However, “the police chiefs use the differentiated order of
citizenship to undermine the insurgent” (p. 23). In his research he has learned that poor people are
often automatically, mistakenly confused with criminals, since the image of a criminal is that of a
poor person, a poor person involuntarily becomes a suspect in the eyes of the police. This of course
leads to fear of police and prisons by slum dwellers.
Bringing the story back to Anabela, the fact that one of her daughters got lucky and received a
government’s house, does not mean that she now believes the same government cares for her too,
and will also provide her with a house. The help people receive is personal, in the eyes of the
residents. One by one, people are receiving houses, which is a different view to the project than the
idea that ‘the poor’ are being helped and that they will all receive housing. It’s experienced as more
personal or coincidental than that, it’s people who are lucky enough to get houses, not an entire
group. This idea is parallel to the way politics work in Brazil: through personalistic ties and loyalties,
people are chosen into the government, it’s about a person, not about the party. We can take an
example form the PT (Worker’s Party) and Lula da Silva. I will elaborate more upon this personalistic
way of thinking and acting in chapter 3.
What we have seen in the previous paragraph is that the residents do not expect the government to
help them, since they have the experience that the government doesn’t care for them. They are used
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to dealing with their own problems, and only believe a promise when they see it fulfilled. Also, the
fact that other people gain from the project doesn’t mean that they believe it will happen for them
too, since gaining something is a personal chance in their eyes.

Dreaming

Some people did or do expect help from the government. Better said, they do not place all their
hopes on the project, but they like to believe and keep on dreaming. Also people who do not expect
anything, like Anabela, dream about a new house, more space and more ‘dignity’. They do not dream
about whether they will have the house, but what the house will be like. As Anabela told me, she will
get a better life with a new house; she would have more space, and be able to pay all the bills. Now
she can’t pay for the telephone bills, as they are too expensive for her, but somehow she believes
that in her new house, she will be able to pay for them. The idea that with a new house, one’s life is
in order, is shared with the government’s idea on this project: ‘in order to improve the lives of the
residents of slums, we give them houses’. More about the indicated goals and the workings of the
project will be discussed in Chapter 4.
I have spoken to slum dwellers who are dreaming about decorating their new homes: Eva, who also
lives in Villa Redencão, explained to me how she will decorate when the government gives her a new
house. She has it all figured out; she will buy wall paper, and decorate the walls with a flower design.
Paint is less expensive, and wall paper is so chic! She will also get new curtains to put in front of her
new windows.
Holston (1991) writes in a paper on auto construction in slums in Brazil that constructing houses are
part of the “realm of desire”. People create a construct of images, which they connect with their
desire, in this case a new house, in order to visualize a desired future. Holston argues that “houses
are both concrete embodiments and imaginary representations of people’s relations to their
conditions of existence” (p. 456). I have heard people’s wishes and hopes for their improved lives
when they were talking about their new homes many times, and I agree with Holston that for these
people, a house embodies more than just a physical construct. It also embodies a construct of images
about a certain life style or status.
Other people dream about the government finally standing up for them, and talk about the promise
Lula made: “before the FIFA World Cup arrives in Brazil, all the slums will be cleared and all its
residents will have a dignified, new life”. Or at least that is what they believe they have heard. To me,
this promise is really a bridge too far, as the number of slums in Recife has exceeded over 500. And
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that is just Recife. But people like to dream about this attention and care the government wants to
give them. It gives a feeling of inclusion, and belonging.

The residents do understand where their dreams come from: the government. This became clear to
me when I was sitting in a bus provided by the PT, for people from the poor areas, driving back from
a propaganda walk through the city since the election of the new President of Brazil came closer. We
were driving through the city on our way back home when we passed by the city hall, which faces a
cookie factory across the street. You can smell the scent of cookies and sweet pastries as you drive
past. The woman sitting next to me explains to me: “Over there you can see the cookie factory, can
you smell it?”, where another woman yells while pointing at the other side of the street where the
city hall is located: “and there’s the factory of dreams!” All the people in de bus start to laugh and
confirm by saying: “yes, haha, the factory of dreams!” I looked outside and saw before me a high
building; fairly new and imposing. I saw might and bureaucracy while looking at the impressive
building, what they apparently saw was a building where dreams are produced, not necessarily
carried out.
What the people in this car were talking about is exactly what Nuijten tries to explain when she
writes about the ‘hope generating machine’ (Nuijten, 2004). Nuijten refers to the Mexican
government who fuels the hope generating machine; nevertheless I believe it can be applicable in
Recife as well. With promises made by the Brazilian government, notes on doors to register visits,
leaflets, house by house visits and gatherings, slum dwellers are kept in a state of hope, or dreaming,
about the outcomes of the project. People keep stickers on the doors that are signed by state’s
officials of the project, even when they are so aged that they are no longer readable, as the tangible
proof of the dream.
Given the example above, people are aware of this dream generating machine, known as the city
hall, which makes this technology of power visible but not less powerful.

Waiting

What has surprised me when I was studying the Portuguese language, was that in Portuguese the
word for waiting, hoping and expecting is the same: esperar. In English, the difference between the
three words is that waiting is an inactive state, a time spent doing nothing until a particular event.
Expecting, however, is to look forward to a probable occurrence and hoping is a feeling of
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expectation and desire for a particular thing to happen. When you wait, there is the possibility to no
end, when you expect or hope, the waiting will be over when the expected will occur (Oxford
dictionary).
In Portuguese these three different acts are one. Apparently, in Brazil, one can wait without ever
knowing whether the expected will follow up.
I have noticed people doing this exact thing: they are talking about waiting, with a patience that
transcends my amazement. I have heard and seen many different interpretations and expectations
about the project, but for now, everybody just has to wait. How do these residents deal with the
time in between promise and reality? How do the residents keep up the patient?
Some people I have met are not waiting any longer; they have grown tired of it. They do not want to
be part of the cadastral survey and refuse to get themselves registered. The response of a woman
standing in her doorway when asked by an employee of the project to register: “I am sick of you
promises! We don’t want anything to do with you!” Another woman responded to the employee: “I
am tired of all the promises that you have made, I already filled in everything that you need, why
would you want to come back for more? Nothing has improved in the meantime. Nothing will
happen with your promises, I don’t believe them anymore.”
I have noticed that with humour, people keep the objective from being too serious. When I was
joining a cadastral moderator I have seen many people giggle and laugh over his questions and
promises about the project.
The survey wants to know whether people have a car, enjoyed an education etc. The day I was
visiting a mother, who lives next to her daughter in a shack by the river side, they could not stop
laughing. The appeared a little bit nervous too, but mostly they were laughing over the questions:
“do you have a car?” She responded: “a car? Hahaha, you ask me, if I have a car?” She looked around
her tiny living room, as if all her possessions were in this room, and maybe they were, and responded
laughing: “No, I do not have a car”. The daughter starts to laugh too, and asked the questioner: “hey,
ask her if she has a washing machine!”
When the moderator was done filling out the survey, the woman asked him how long it will take
before she will get the new house. He answered that will take up at least one or two years. She
responded: “oh, that’s ok, we are already waiting for so long!” And she started laughing again.
This woman never saw the survey, the moderator or the promises as a matter to be taken serious
and if she did, she didn’t want it to show. She will wait, and laugh, until she maybe, in the far future
will see a result of this survey. Partly, she was laughing so much, because the whole issue of filling
out the survey and being serious about it did not make sense to her. But she also didn’t want to
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make herself vulnerable by taking it too serious, and did so by laughing. She is protecting herself with
laughing for the possible disappointment of the future.
In the example of the factory of dreams from the previous paragraph, the people who were talking
were laughing as well. They were talking about something serious that affects them all, yet they
laugh as if they do not mind that the city hall is only providing them with dreams. Is this a way of
making the subject less tense and heavy? As Goldstein (2003) beautifully writes, I agree that humour
often masks or reveals powerlessness in a situation. Goldstein argues that when the only thing left to
do is laugh about a situation, ‘a little justice’ can be regained. Nevertheless, in these cases humour or
laughter always reveal incapacity to change structure or hierarchy. Laughter is the one last thing to
do, while waiting.
While talking to residents about this waiting process, it surprised me that most people are able to be
patient. I would think that with all these promises and plans which are shown to them, people would
become impatient and fidgety about the outcomes. However, as Eva has put it quite clearly: “I have
to wait for everything in my life. I had to wait nine months for my son to be born, so I expect to wait
a long time for the government to give me a better life. And that’s ok, I can wait.”
So Eva and her friends keep waiting on their world to change, and in the mean time they dream
about curtains and cupboards with fun designs.

Conclusions

People are using speculations and dreams to build their imaginary of the project upon, however this
initial phase of the project is highly unpredictable. As a consequence, the opportunism that plays a
lead role in this phase leads to frantic running around of people, trying to gain more, and trying to
restlessly make more money for their families. I think this reaction is in close connection with the
next point that I made about expectations. I have shown that the slum dwellers do not expect any
body to help them; they will have to take care of themselves as always. As discussed above, the poor
people in Recife generally do not trust the representatives of the law, in this case the police, because
of experience with police violence or injustice and fear of being caught.
With the promise of a project, but not the safeguard that the project’s benefits will reach their doors
as the aid is very arbitrary in their eyes, the slum dwellers start to arrange things for themselves.
Here the speculations and expectations meet. The two enforce each other, to become a parallel
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arena within the realm of the project, where yet again people manoeuvre on the other side of the
law.
What Gabriela and many others are dreaming about, a new house and therefore an improved life
and better future perspectives, appears to be very unrealistic. A house is a house, and nothing more
but the physical material. The idea that comes with the house, and the construct of images as
described by Holston, becomes part of the ‘realm of desire’. People dream about the house, and its
desired benefits, even when these dreams are not realistic, they hang on to them because that is
what their expectation is.
In my opinion, the residents are waiting for their world to be changed by the government and during
this waiting, their independence is flying out of the window. By keeping your guard, and waiting for
the changes, one is made into a passive, dependent person. The residents hear of the plans the
project is producing and this is shown to them in the form of calendars, leaflets and video’s during
meetings and house by house visits, which is generating a dream and hope for it to happen. This is
their option; this is what they have to wait for. The initiatives prior to the coming of the project such
as mothers clubs or community organisations have lost the will or grounds to fight for a better
future, because they lost their hold on the way the system works. Now, the system of organisation
runs through the project of Prometrópole, whereas before it didn’t. It ran through the initiatives of
the residents themselves, which is shown in the book of Koster, who skilfully gave an account for
numerous neighbourhood initiatives which were organized by community leaders (2009). The
incentive to start new initiatives has been put out by the promise of a larger, more inclusive and far
reaching project by the government (Koster and Nuijten, 2011.)
Then the waiting begins and every one does this in his or her own way, with his or her own believes,
expectations and speculations.
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Chapter 3
Power to the people?

In the previous chapter, the period before the residents experience any personal changes regarding
the project was discussed. Now I would like to move on to the phase in which residents are directly
involved in the project. The residents are involved in the project when they have already moved out
of their homes by the riversides and they either live in temporary accommodations and receive
auxilio moradia or in the newly built government’s houses. Hence, for these people, the project has
gotten more real and feasible because there has been a change in their lives regarding their living
conditions.
The move to temporary accommodations enables the project to demolish the old homes of these
people and either build new homes on the same spot or create public spaces and streets to enhance
space and accessibility to and from the area. The rivers are canalized and bridges are being built.
The people who live in temporary accommodation have to wait until further notice of the project’s
officials. Most of the people I have spoken with are already waiting for some years. For this period of
time, they have to find housing for them and their families. Per household, they receive a
reimbursement to pay for the rent. This reimbursement is never enough to pay for the entire rent,
however, it helps. Some people were already used to paying a rent for their previous houses, yet
some have never paid rent in their lives; they lived on the occupied pieces of land, where they build
the houses they lived in. Furthermore, because of the speculations surrounding the project and the
increase of value of land and houses in the area, rental prices have amounted. Taken these two facts
in account, it explains why for a lot of people it is difficult to adjust to a life with high rental charges.
Some families are worse off in their temporary accommodation than before in their old homes
because the houses are smaller and rental charges are higher. Then, on top of that, there is also the
insecurity about the conclusion of the project they have to deal with. Many of the people who were
in this phase of the project expected to stay in this temporary stage for ever. They did or do not
expect the project to succeed. Like a woman named Célia said in an interview: “I did expect the
project to be successful, I just didn’t expect it to be successful for me”. Also Gabriela, who was living
in temporary rental conditions recounted that she never thought the project would be executed.
Never. But then, she heard she was selected to move to her own new house, and that was the
moment she started believing.
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The selection of which families receive a house from the government is decided by a drawing of lots.
When a family or person is selected, he or she is invited to the government’s offices in their
neighbourhood to have a conversation with the officials working there. They explain the residents
what will happen next, and how the move will proceed. Basically, the residents have to wait, until
further notice. When they do get the notice that they can move, they have a week to pack their
belongings and get things into order. The project provides a moving van so people can move within a
week. They either move to a new area with governments houses or return to their grounds where a
new government’s house is built for them on the spot where their previous house was situated.
When the people take up their residence in their new homes, they are provided with electricity
contracts and water contracts. They have three months in which they can report the structural errors
like loose bricks or a staircase falling down. After these three months, they are responsible for the
maintenance and the shortcomings of the houses.
In this period, of waiting for the move or already having moved houses, the residents are supposed
to be in close contact with the project’s employees through participatory means, initiated by the
project’s managers. These participatory means as well as other ways of contact with the project are
in the form of workshops that are organized by employees of the project and gatherings where
people can ask their questions. In addition, the offices of the project located in the areas of
development are always open to the public. On the door is stated that this site is a public space; a
space of the people. Employees working at the offices can answer many questions on the spot, or
help filling in forms.
To understand why and how people are involved and how they experience their involvement in the
project, it is necessary to investigate their motivations and their experiences. How do the people
living in the slums experience their participation during the upgrading process?
This chapter consists of four paragraphs: the first part discusses the motives for participating. To
make things unambiguous from the start, I would like to make a difference between the goals of
participatory approaches as described by the designers of the project and the reasons for people to
participate in a project. I have noticed that people can have a number of reasons to participate, and
these reasons differ from the reasons the project managers had in mind. Thus, first, I would like to
create an outline of the reasons of the architects to implement a participatory approach; secondly I
would like to present the personal motivations, experiences and expectations of the residents in this
practice. Thirdly, I would like to shed some light on the role of community leaders in this matter.
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In the fourth paragraph of this chapter a discussion will be raised on whether the project is successful
in its goals on participation. How do power and power relations concerning participation within the
project affect the residents?

The reasons for participating from the project’s point of view

On paper, the reasons to implement the aspect of participation in the project are mainly based on
the current discourse on the effectiveness of a project’s outcome depending on empowerment of
the poor people. As I have explained in chapter one, people who are involved in the project of
Prometrópole can participate in the process of implementation. According to the Project Appraisal
Document of the Worldbank (2003) regarding this project, participation is at the core of the project
design (p. 46). Its goal is threefold: namely to stimulate civil society to participate in the solution to
their own problems, to ensure the most appropriate options for the improvement of infrastructure is
used, and to enhance the social capital of community groups, community leaders and of NGO’s.
The integration of residents to the project is therefore used to increase the chance of a successful
project and involve the community and its knowledge into the developmental solutions. A
consequence of this process is the growth of social capital of the people involvement, namely the
community leaders and community groups.
In practice, officials of the project who work at the offices in the areas claim that a ‘good citizen’
participates in the project. My impression is that they feel that they are doing everything they can to
engage people in the upgrading matter, and blame those who are not interested in participating in
the way the officials would like them to. If you don’t participate, you can’t complain afterwards when
you realize your situation is not optimal. To bring it even further, some believe that if people don’t
participate, and the project fails, it is the fault of those who didn’t participate. Like Eduarda, an
official working in Chão de Estrelas said: “You have to be pro-active, if you are not, and you do not
negotiate with us, tough luck for you. We are not held responsible for you”.
A woman who has been working for the project for years now is Inez. She works for Delta, the
construction company who is, besides the building of the government’s houses and the paving of the
streets, also burdened with the social aspects of the project like organizing the meetings and tours.
Inez is an environmentalist: she loves nature, loves people and loves the project of Prometrópole.
She believes that people need the workshops she organizes during the meetings, because they need
to be educated in order to be able to develop. She considers the development of the people and the
neighbourhoods in Recife to be a duty of its inhabitants. Everybody should care for the
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neighbourhood; in fact, people should care for the humanity in their neighbourhoods, which is their
duty as citizens: “The survival in this neighbourhood is a duty, but people do not know yet how, and
they have to learn”. Luckily, she is there to teach them. Inez makes power point presentations about
for example: sound pollution or trash on the streets. She hands out information about how sound or
noise can harm you and your family. She provides telephone numbers of police stations in the
neighbourhood, where people can call for complaints or justice when they have a noisy neighbour or
when they see other people polluting the streets.
Thus, participating in the eyes of the officials working at the project is viewed as engaging oneself
into the project and their bairro, with the aim to actively take part in the implementation process as
well as the development and education of the area. Staying up to date and attending meetings and
workshops is part of this ‘we work together to upgrade the slums’ feeling. Inez, Eduarda and their
colleagues are there to ‘guide’ the residents through this process.
This idea about participation results from a larger discourse that roams the city and the country of
Brazil. The catch phrase of the municipality of Recife and of the famous Orçamento Participativo for
example is: “O povo decide, a prefeitura faz” (The people decide, the municipality acts). First the
people have to do something, in order for the municipality to act upon that. The catch phrase is
meant to sound positive: ‘You get to decide on what we do with your tax money’, however, it can be
back turned into something more negative: what happens when the people do not want to or cannot
decide? We can take this thought back to the smaller scaled project of Prometrópole and get a better
understanding of the reality for residents of participatory approaches within a government’s project.

The reasons for participating from the resident’s point of view

To follow up on what the officials of the project of Prometrópole want to achieve with the
participatory approach within the project, it is important to discover the reasons for the residents to
participate and how they experience this phase within the project.
People have different ways of dealing with the project, as we already have seen in chapter two. Yet
again, in this chapter it becomes clear that there is not one way of responding to the project’s
demands and ideas. I will try to envelope the most common and striking perspectives.

First things first, the starting question ought to be: how do the residents participate?

Not many

people attend the meetings, gatherings or tours which the offices in the slums organize for them.
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Most residents just wait and see what comes their way without engaging themselves in the project’s
happenings and politics. When I asked people whether they attended meetings at the offices or even
went there to ask questions, the answer was usually: no. Most residents that were asked whether
they frequented the offices responded that they would only go there for an individual question or
remark about the project. They don’t go to the meetings, they don’t care. Why? One woman
responded: “There? No, I only go there to complain”. Another woman replied: “Every night I go to
church, how can I attend the meetings?” Apparently they prioritize. This is something I have
undoubtedly noticed: People living in poor urban areas have a tough life; they are really busy figuring
out how to deal with for example drug addictions, death, domestic violence, the safety of their
children, insecurity about income and housing. All these difficulties push the importance of the
project to the background. The project is not central in the lives of these people.
At the meetings, the attendances kept staying low. In fact, in the period I was there, one time a
meeting was cancelled since nobody shows up.
Residents do discuss insecurities surrounding the project or the developments in their living area
with community leaders such as Ronaldo, who is recognised by many people as somebody who has a
great knowledge on what is important and happening in the neighbourhood. They come to him to
ask when houses will be delivered, why there is no health post here and there or where they need to
go to arrange this and that. More about these community leaders will be discussed in the next
paragraph.
Although most people do not frequent the meetings and gatherings, some do indeed. It is important
to find out why these people attend while others do not, in order to understand the workings of the
participatory approach in this context.

Loyalty

The reason of loyalty to participate in this project showed itself to me through the stories and
behaviour of some residents. To illustrate this, requires me to begin with the story of Liliana, an
elderly woman who is awaiting a government’s house at the moment, and the story of Eduarda, who
is working for the project to mediate between the residents and the municipality.
For research purposes, I had been visiting a lot of meetings of the project, spoken to a lot of people
and of course joined the election parties and political rallies and gatherings during election time.
During all these visits, meeting and gatherings, there was always one certain woman present, whom
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at some point I started to wonder about. She would attend the meetings or gatherings with a patient
bearing; she’d sit down on a bench, and let everybody talk and discuss, while she was just sitting
there with a smile. After some time, I started to wonder why this woman would take the effort to
come here, and just sit there to do nothing. Fortunately, I got the opportunity to find out.
On the old, tiled door steps of Liliana’s temporary dwelling, her story unravelled itself to me. She
lives in this house with her daughter in law, and her two grandchildren. Her ex-husband also has a
room in the house, and her eldest son makes use of this room every now and then. She divorced her
husband some ten years ago because he was addicted to alcohol, just as her eldest son is at the
moment. Additionally, he was a very abusive husband, using his physical strengths against her. A
couple of years ago, her ex-husband got a stroke, which partly paralyzed the man. On top of this, he
is suffering from Korsakov, a consequence to his drinking habits. Liliana’s son is also suffering from
this disease. She explains to me that she has to take care of them, since they don’t know how to do it
themselves. When I ask her, whether this task is not too difficult, given her history with her exhusband, she replies that it is hard to help, but that it would be even harder not to help. While she
talks about her ex-husband and her son, her face saddens and she looks at her feet, while she says:
“why didn’t this son die, instead of the good one? I know it’s a terrible thing to say, but he only
causes me pain. While my dead son has left two young children and a wife, now I have to take care of
them.” Now the answer to the mystery of Liliana’s presence at meetings is getting closer.
In 2006, right in front of her own house, Liliana’s son was killed by two angry men on a motorcycle.
He used to work as a security agent in a night club, where he had to decide at the door who’s
allowed to enter and who could not. This cost him his life.

When he got killed, Liliana was there with him, and saw him falling down to the ground. She couldn’t
stop crying, she recalls. At that time, she and her family were living by the riverside, in a house built
by Liliana herself. Since a death in the family means a lot of extra costs, Liliana knew that she was in
deep trouble. She would never be able to afford a funeral or even the transportation of his body
from the police station to the cemetery. Luckily for her Eduarda came to help her.
Eduarda had come to know this woman because she had talked to her about the project on house by
house visits on behalf of the project. She showed compassion and helped Liliana pay for the funeral,
and the transportation to the burial grounds. Still at this moment, this act of compassion makes
Liliana get emotional. Eduarda came to save the dignity of herself and her family. With only little
money, she gave Liliana so much in return. Liliana was very grateful to Eduarda.
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The adversity in Liliana’s life did not come to an end here: three months after the death of her son,
Liliana’s house caught fire. All she possessed, Liliana lost in the fire. The only thing she had left were
the clothes she was wearing. She recalls that this period of her life was a dark time. Eduarda however
shed some light on her life by giving Liliana clothes and money to start over again. Eduarda also
organized other people in the area to give Liliana clothes and furniture. In addition, perhaps more
importantly, Eduarda paid Liliana visits, just to talk and listen to her misery and tribulations.
We can understand that Liliana is very grateful to Eduarda, she feels like she owes her life to her.
Without the help of Eduarda, Liliana believes she would have been lost in that horrible period of her
life. When I asked Liliana why she attended all the meetings and gatherings of the project, she
answers by simply saying: “Because Eduarda asks me to”.
Liliana is loyal to Eduarda in the sense that she does anything Eduarda asks her to do, because she
feels an eternal gratitude towards Eduarda which she wants to express time and time again. She is
not grateful to the government, because the government did not help her in her times of need, and
she isn’t grateful to the project of Prometrópole because she didn’t receive any help when she asked
them to. No, she is grateful to Eduarda because she was there to give her support and attention.
Eduarda was there for her, now she is there for Eduarda. The reason for Liliana to participate is
loyalty.
As for Eduarda, during the years that she has worked for the project and for the municipality, she has
collected many friendships along the road. Eduarda is a person who is very committed to her work
and to the poor people in the area. She knows many people and everybody knows her. She has done
a lot for many individuals and this made many people grateful towards her.
When she organizes an event, Eduarda invites many people, and expects them to come. She builds
upon her contacts and her friendships to enable her work. This makes her very good at her job to
make people participate in the project. In fact, this makes Eduarda irreplaceable within the scope of
the project. More about this irreplaceability will be discussed later on in this chapter.

Reassurance

Another reason for people to get involved in the project by attending meetings and workshops is the
will to know: people like to be kept informed on what the project is doing and how it progresses.
Moreover, the residents want to be reassured that the project is in fact still happening and moving
forward. The desire to know derives from insecurity during the waiting process. The feeling of this
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insecurity is eased by the site of constructions workers walking around and houses that pop out of
the ground. I have heard many people answering my question of why they were present with: para
saber (in order to know).
Isabela, a woman now living in Saramandaia describes how she kept reassuring herself the project
would come to a good end for her.
Isabela used to live in a neighbourhood bordering the area of Saramandaia, known for its poverty
stricken living conditions and the violence related to drugs trade. She lived there in a small shack by
the river side, as she herself described it as: ‘living in the water’ since her house would flood all the
time. She used to carry her children in her arms, and not let them crawl on the floor. She suffered a
lot from rats and vermin, as well as from the violence in her neighbourhood. One day, when it had
already rained for days in a row, her house collapsed as the wood of the shack had rotten through.
She lost all her belongings and had to move in with her sister. She was already registered in the
cadastral survey by then, but she had to wait 14 months for her new house to be built by the
government, and during this time, whenever she passed by, she walked around the construction site
of Saramandaia time and again, just to have a look. She would stand in front of a certain house, and
whisper to herself: “this house is going to be mine, this house is going to be mine!” She was
reassuring herself by repeating the confirmation of the unbelievable fact that there was actually a
chance that this time, her government would care for her and provide her with a house. The
surprising thing about this was, that in the end, she got the exact house she always wished for. In her
eyes, the house she now lives in is a gift from God.
Another form of reassurance becomes evident during a tour of the project around the
neighbourhood. This two weekly event is to go around the area of constructions and have a look
around with people from the area itself. Eduarda and other people from the offices stationed in the
area always come along and drive residents around in vans while explaining what is being shown to
the residents.
The tour is visited by few people. When I ask these people why they came on the tour, they
answered that they felt like it. They thought it would be fun to cruise around the neighbourhood and
see the developments with their own eyes. They are interested in what is shown to them, which
means that they care about the obras. While asking questions to the employees of the offices and
looking around, they chat with each other about the progress of the project and other daily life
subjects such as their children, their houses and the weather.
For the residents, it is nice to see what is going on in their neighbourhoods and chat with each other
about it. I believe this derives from a curiosity linked to the interest in novelties. People like to know
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what is new, and what is happening. Go and see for yourself is the way to satisfy this interest in
novelty.
A more active example is when I met Julia, a poor young woman who is currently living with her
mother. She visited the construction site of Palha de Arroz, a new area that consists of merely
government’s houses. She came along with some people from the offices of Prometrópole because
she wanted to see what the houses looked like. She told me that she has been picked out the
drawing of lots, and could come to live here as soon as they finish building the houses. There is no
delivery date for this area yet, but she knows that when the works will be concluded, she will have to
move within a week. Before this moment, she likes to see the houses and decide whether to take it
or not. Her judgement at the end of the tour is that the house is very small, but it is a proper house.
She would like to live here, even though in her opinion she will then live too far away from her
mother.

People visiting Palha de Arroz under construction during an organized tour by the project of Prometrópole.
Author’s photograph.

In this example, Julia is checking up on the project. Apparently she had no idea what the houses and
the area looked like, and she wanted to find out. She is curious to find out what she can gain and
loose by the project. She wondered what kind of neighbourhood she was going to live in, and how
the house looked like. This way, she was able to make a decision whether to choose to live in the
government house, or to stay with her mother.
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More people are wondering about Palha de Arroz in these months. It is not clear who is going to live
there, and when this is going to take place. To find out, residents come to meetings of the project to
ask Eduarda these questions ‘para saber’.
Yet, in my opinion, these inquiries are nothing near to a participatory involvement in the project.
They are merely to create some answers for the people who want to find out when they can move
houses. I will get more into this question later on.

Resonance

A third motive for people to participate in the project by engaging themselves in the meetings and
gatherings is to echo their thoughts to the project’s employees, in the hope that these thoughts will
reach somebody who has the power to do something with it.
During meetings and workshops people are invited to say what is on their minds concerning the
project. Usually, these are complaints about a certain development or the lack of it within the
project. Sometimes the complaints are written down, though usually Eduarda listens and responds
right away with an answer to explain the situation.
Examples of complaints are:
“There is so much trash polluting the streets, who is going to do something about that? I have the
right to a clean street, but I don’t see any changes”,
“Nothing is been done here, everything is being postponed all the time! When will they come to
clean the canal? Give me a date! No, it is not going to happen ever, and we are tired of waiting”,
“How can I know what date I can collect my Auxilio Morodia?”
In the eyes of the project’s goals, this is a good way of participating. To come to an office and to say
what is on your mind. I believe in a way this could be participation; people can find a resonance of
their ideas and thoughts on how the project is running, and how they would like it to run. It is very
important to create this space of resonance for residents of areas under construction, when the aim
is to include these people in the implementation of their own development.
However, my concern here is what happens with the complaints and thoughts? The answer Eduarda
gave to the first question for example was: “People need to learn how to deal with trash, it is all
about education”. Is there an answer in this reply? If there is, the people are held responsible for the
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trash and their own education, while it is the task of the field office to enlighten the ones who come
to the office for help.
One other evening, many people were complaining about a flood that was caused by the
restructuring of the canals. There was a lot of water coming in many houses and streets were
blocked. The proposition of one man was that he would take pictures of the situation to create proof
of the damage the water is causing, which to me sounded very useful in order to show others what
kind of consequences the structural imperfection is causing. Eduarda responded by saying that this
would not be necessary; she would have a look at it herself any time soon.
Another example is the way in which the meetings and tours are recorded. When I asked Eduarda
why she would not write any complaints down on paper, she responded with nonchalance that she
will remember everything and handle the complaints herself.
During gatherings and tours, somebody working at the office is burdened with the task of taking the
notes. These notes are carefully put away in a box that is placed in the same office. The files never
leave the office, because, so I was told, the notes are just for their own use. How does this show a
communication from the office to a higher level of management of the project? It seems that there is
a dam between the communication with the people from the offices to the residents of the area, and
the people from the offices to the project’s managers. The dam, in this case, is the gate keeper
between the two parties.
To me, this seems very limited, the field office does not share the complaints with the project’s
superiors nor does it create a pass way for the complaints to reach other canals in this manner.
Eduarda, as a gate keeper, handles the complaints herself, or with her team. She added that she does
talk to her superiors about the most frequent complaints, however, nothing is recorded or filed. Is
this the way Eduarda likes to work, or is it the way her superiors like her to work? Are the complaints
and ideas taken serious by the project’s managers? It could also be that Eduarda is appointed to
solve everything the residents complain about while these complaints are not taken to another level
because they aren’t pivotal to the entire project. One thing I do know, is that the concerns and
complaints the residents express, are certainly pivotal to them.

Responsibility and community leaders

In the previous paragraph, I have clearly described that residents of the areas of Prometrópole are
not greatly involved in the project. However, there are people who are more occupied in the process
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of implementation and decision making. These people are either officials of the project or
community leaders and trusted members of the community who have criticism and give feedback on
the project’s results. They are the brokers between the residents and the project of Prometrópole.
They know the language of the officials, and try to communicate decisions and opinions between the
two parties. A woman who already has had a great part in forming and implementing the project is
Eduarda. She has worked for a grass-roots organisation before she was involved in working for the
municipality. She was chosen for her current position, exactly because she could level with the
residents form the poor areas. She was one of them, and had to severely adjust to the political work
cultures when she started the job. Now she has learnt much, and says that now she knows both sides
of the project; the municipality side of the story and the side where the residents stand. This makes
her a very valuable broker.
An illustration of one of the influential residents who participate is Ronaldo, a community leader of
several communities in the area. Ronaldo is a person who is always present at meetings, tours,
gatherings, rallies etcetera. He has a socialite attitude, which has provided him with many contacts
and friends in the past. The man has at least three cell phones which are busy all the time. He is in
contact with people from different areas in the slums, but also with politicians and project planners.
During meetings, he and Eduarda speak to each other on the same level, that is to say, Eduarda
speaks in a somewhat pedantic and strict way to the people who visit the offices to gather
information. To Ronaldo she does not raise her voice, nor tries to interfere with him, nor gives him
the ‘we do everything we can and we have always been there for you’ speech. With Ronaldo she
converses and she listens to what he says without immediately belittleling his statements. They are
both brokers and they appreciate each other’s work. On the other hand, Ronaldo expects Eduarda to
listen to him, he talks in an unhurried and understandable way, addressing both to Eduarda and the
rest of the people who are listening.
During the tours around the construction sites and during the meetings he is always holding a note
book and a serious face. He writes down everything he hears, and poses very critical questions to the
officials. His curiosity derives from the task he is burdened with being a community leader: he has to
check on the developments and see if there is anything that he should argument upon or fight for
because the people in the neighbourhoods expect him to do this.
Ronaldo participates because he wants to stay in the front line, and see any mishap or incorrectness
done by the project in order to fight this. He is responsible for the people that trust him to be a
community leader.
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It became very clear to me, that Ronaldo is an important community leader when I saw people
addressing him on the streets asking him things about the project or about other things. He is the
one with the information, everybody seems to know. It goes like this: “Ey, Ronaldo, how about that
crèche? When is it coming, Ronaldo? And what about that police station?” Ronaldo: I’m still
negotiating about the police station, but the crèche will come for certain. What would you rather
have: a police station or a crèche?” The other: “definitely the crèche! Make it happen, Ronaldo!” This
is a beautiful dialogue of someone making clear what he wants, and the community leaders checking
up on the opinion of the community. I see this form of communication of the residents toward a
community leader as a more direct participation than the project is offering.
Ronaldo has had some great results during his time as community leader. One striking result, known
by almost everybody in the neighbourhood is: ‘Ronaldo’s room’.
When Saramandaia, an area where government houses were built, was opened Ronaldo posed some
heavy critique on the sizes of the houses. The houses each had one living room, one bedroom, a
kitchen and a bathroom. Outside, there was a little garden space. Ronaldo argued that the houses
were far too small for families. Families needed at least two bedrooms, according to Ronaldo. He
repeatedly confronted the project’s managers with his thoughts and the end result is that now, the
construction company is building an extra room to all the houses. This room is named after Ronaldo,
everybody knows that he managed to succeed this. As Koster also writes in his book ‘In fear of
abandonment’ on community leaders, it is important for them to have clear triumphs in the eyes of
the residents. This makes them remain community leaders.
Furthermore, many attending the meetings and gatherings are members of the Commisão, the
committee of the neighbourhood. Every neighbourhood in Recife has a commission, with members
who are responsible for channelling communication between the municipality and the fellow
community residents of the members of the Commisão. These people have to participate in order to
brief about developments, answer questions and report information back to the residents of their
bairro. Every meeting they have to register their names and addresses, in order to make sure it is
noticed that they are present. They feel responsible towards their fellow residents and most of them
take their unpaid tasks very seriously. These members are the majority in presence at the meetings.
Thanks to these men and women, the benches of the offices during meeting are filled with some
people who are keeping themselves up to date with the project and echo complaints of their
neighbours.
One of these Commisão members is Carlito, a middle aged man who is now living in Saramandaia.
Previously, he was living in Chão de Estrelas with his wife and child, but when she kicked him out of
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her house, he became homeless. He is ashamed of this period in his life, because he had to sleep
outside. When he found some open space by the riverside, he started all over again, building up his
own house and his new life. When the project came into the area, he immediately jumped at the
occasion to get himself involved. He says: “I have always believed in the project, always. This has
made it so important to fight for.” As he continues: “it has been a tremendous battle for us, but we
are not tired yet, we will continue our fight (luta) to achieve our goals”.
The battle he is talking about is fought at the meetings. He recalls problems like walls that already
cracked after only months of living in the new houses or bathrooms that are not functioning.
It is the dream of Carlito to become the president of the Commisão in Saramandaia. Why? Because
he is dedicated, he says. Ever since the project came into the area, Carlito has dreamt of the success
of the project, and he is willing to engage himself fully to the task of making the project a success. A
lot of battle and a lot of strength were needed but he is happy that he always kept his faith in the
project since he truly believes they will succeed.
When I asked Carlito, why he was fighting, and others were not, he responded that it didn’t matter.
He was happy to do it. He is fighting for the rest, as well as for himself. He is fighting with a dream in
his mind: to get a better life. He was able to envision this better life, with the help of him and his
fellow community members.

It is clear that brokers such as community leaders like Ronaldo or Carlito are essential to this project.
Also Eduarda is a broker in this example. She might not be a community leader, however, she is
known by many people and is trusted to be honest and fair. She works for the municipality as an
official at the project of Prometrópole, she was picked out for this job because she was already
involved with people from the poor areas of the city. She knows both sides now: the municipality and
political side, as well as the people’s perspectives.
Without people like Eduarda, Ronaldo and Carlito, the project would not have been able to make
contact or communicate with the residents which makes these leaders brokers between the project
and the residents. The brokers know they are very essential and irreplaceable to the project. This
gives them a unique status. In fact, I believe that the project is upheld by people like Eduarda,
Ronaldo and Carlito since without them and their contacts and knowledge, the government and the
people from the areas, would never be able to meet each other. On top of that, by being committed
and knowing many people, these people stay in place since they are the ones who can mobilize
people for they can bring into play the loyalty that people feel towards them. In this sense, the
brokers and gatekeepers in this project are participating in the architecture of the project. They are
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shaping and designing Prometrópole from outside the main offices where the initial designers take
office. For the people in the bairros the project is what Eduarda and others make of it.
Most residents are not motivated to participate within the project, since they do not have faith in its
success. They are not stimulated to participate because where they should feel empowered and in
charge, they feel belittled, not listened to and not taken seriously. This can be concluded from the
remarks residents give at the meetings about the developments of the project. It appears that there
is a will to participate, but it is limited by the project’s way of dealing with this participation.
The fact that there is a desire and a possibility to participate, and to make the voice of the poor
people heard is nice, however, this space is very little. It doesn’t even exit the neighbourhood.
What does this implicate for the people in the poor neighbourhoods and their power to participate?
Was it even meant for them, or did the project not intend to reach these people in the first place?

Participation: power to the people?

A top-down directed bottom- up approach

In the project’s outline is written that the alleged goals of participation were to make people solve
their own problems, to create social capital for community leaders and to ensure the most
appropriate options for the improvement of infrastructure is used. This is in line with what the initial
designs on participatory approaches were about. Freire argues, in his book ‘Pedagogy of the
Oppressed’ (1968), that the oppressed, the poor and the marginalized can and should be able to look
at their own lives and analyse the problems and solve these with their own methods and means.
From this view, the activist participatory approach was born (Chambers, 1992) which, through its
methods, wants to create dialogue with the poor, in order to enable development in an empowering
shape. This approach is very recognizable in the project of Prometrópole. What the participatory
approach is about, according to Sillitoe, is that developers and community members learn from each
other and each other’s’ wisdoms and knowledge. He writes that every community has acquired
knowledge that should not be ignored but taken seriously in the course of a development project. If
not, “ignoring people’s local needs and opinion is leading to tension and resistance and the likely
collapse of expansively imposed interventions” (Sillitoe 1998, p. 225). He states sharply that without
the space for indigenous knowledge, as he calls it, there will for certain be a refusal of the handed
new technologies and knowledge from scientific origin and resources. While he mainly discusses
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rural participatory appraisal (RPA), this discussion is easily taken back to the situation described in
this chapter on participatory approaches in urban settings.
The layout of the project, with field offices and officials in the neighbourhoods, reveal that the aim of
the participatory approach was to include as many residents as possible. However, given the
conclusions from the previous paragraphs, it has become clear that that the expectations of the
project’s managers about participation in the project by residents is experienced in a different way
by the people themselves. The power that the project’s designers wanted to provide the people with
in the form of participation is not accepted by the residents, although it is seized by the community
leaders and the members of the Commisão. With this result, it becomes clear that, with the theory of
Sillitoe, the people feel ignored in their ‘needs and opinion’.
Through the communication of the community leaders who appear as brokers and architects in this
matter, the residents do have a voice and some participation. Nevertheless, this participation is
confined to the field office to such an extent that it hardly reaches the alleged goals of the project.
The stated goal “to ensure the most appropriate options for the improvement of infrastructure”
(World Bank 2003) for example, failed miserably when the people had flooded houses, and their
participation in the solution was not welcomed.
Thus, what is the participatory approach about? Learning from each other’s capacities and
knowledge? For what we have read in this chapter, does it appear that government wants to learn
from the slum dwellers? I do not think so, I believe that the state wants to implement a change and
by calling it participatory, it becomes more attractive to cooperate for the slum dwellers. Little do
they know that beforehand decisions and frameworks for development were already made.
In my opinion, to say that people can truly participate, they need enough space to manoeuvre in,
plan, make decisions and create the outcome of the project as participants. The participation does
not suffice when people are only able to inform themselves, and are given the time and space to
complain. It appears that within the scope of the project of Prometrópole, the slum dwellers weren’t
given sufficient space to develop their ideas and needs in. This clearly shows how much power the
designers of the project have in shaping the form and extend of a participatory programme. In the
formation of the project, no slum dwellers were present to inform the designers how they would like
to work and establish their development. This makes the participatory approach look like a façade.
According to Gaventa (2002), we have to take a look at the spaces of participation and who has
created them. He argues that no space is neutral when it comes to participation. The spaces are
always ‘shaped by power relations’ (p. 7) thus it is essential to discover who is behind the
architecture of the space of participation. The people, who eventually participate, can merely
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manoeuvre in the given room. The context wherein the power is provided to the residents is
designed by its makers, and therefore fits the ideas of its makers. The power that is provided is not
decision making power, or that of equal partnership. The power these residents have is the power to
complaint, look around and echo their ideas while staying on the lowest level of participation. Their
voices do not reach so far. Except for complaining and the feeling of responsibility of some, the
participation of people in the area is as poor as the people living in it.

A good citizen

Is the power that is ‘given’ to the slum dwellers power they can use for their own benefit? I believe
that this power is used as a government tool, or technology of power, to subjectify the people into
‘good citizens’. It is a rhetorical trick to claim a resident attending the meetings to be a good citizen.
What is a good citizen? Sitting there? Just being? Following the paved path of the project?
Categories are being created within the realm of the project where people can choose from. Do you
want to be in the ‘disobeying citizen’ category, where you also have to carry the burden of being
accountable for you and your fellow dweller’s future? Or do you want to fit in the ‘I am such a good
citizen because I attend meetings’ category? Choose!
How does the government use technologies of power, to reach the poor urban city dwellers? In the
first place, through the project with the help of leaflets, meetings, posters, etcetera. Symbols of the
project of Prometrópole are for example calendars with each month providing a cartoon of how
people can live a satisfying, good life through their lifestyle such as recycling or by not remodelling
the house somebody received by the government. In addition, the houses and paved streets
themselves are of course a large symbol of the project as well as the presence of the offices and the
officials of the project in the area itself.
Furthermore, I agree with Garmany (2009) that the government has a stronger presence in the slums
than is often assumed. He does not talk about physical presence, but about presence in a
governmentality manner. He speaks of the television as a medium with which programmes and
opinions are shared which in their turn are spreading images of ‘criminals’ or ‘bad’ neighbourhoods.
Through the spreading of images of categories, people become subjectified and self-disciplinary. All
households that I have visited had one common constant in their dwelling: a television. Sometimes
old models, more often flashy flat screens, paid for on credit.
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As Gaventa points out in his article on citizenship and accountability, he believes that ‘perceptions
and identities themselves are created by and in interaction with dominant structures and discourses’
(p. 725). What is the dominant discourse in the areas that are now under construction? We know
that most people in the city of Recife live in slums, therefore most likely the dominant discourse is
that of the largest group: the slum dwellers. However, this is not the case, since the poor have
dreams of being less poor, and hopes of one day becoming like those on the other side: the rich. By
seeing a ‘better life’ on television on a daily basis through the many soap operas or watching a
lifestyle nobody desires on the police programmes, people start to want and desire another life. Not
the life they already have. Then, turning back to the influence of television, as Entman writes in his
book ‘Democracy without Citizens’ (1989), the media is controlled by the government and the elites.
The media and the people with power (either money thus persuading power or political power thus
policy making power) are interlinked in a vicious circle, which makes them interdependent of each
other. The ones who are outside this circle are the poor and powerless. Foucault refers to these
practices in ‘The Order of Discourse’ (1981), where he describes a discourse to prevail through
practices which try to keep a certain discourse and at the same time try to discard others.
Policy and its makers are of stark influence on what the poor think and desire in daily life. What the
urban poor want and desire, is to be accepted by their fellow city dwellers. According to Foucault,
this desire, to be accepted and included, leads people to want to conform to standards that they see
as ‘normal’. Television in Brazil therefore can be seen as an act of governmentality.

Responsibility

Furthermore, Tandon (2002) writes that ‘citizenship gives the right to hold others accountable and
accountability is the process of engaging in participation’ (p. 12, Italics by author). Here, I have to
disagree. What we have learned in this case study is that with participation accountability is not held
by others, but by the very persons who are participating. It seems to me, after observations and
conversations with people working for the project, that the participatory aspect is used to create a
reverse responsibility for the projects’ outcome. With the power that is given to the residents by the
government, as little as it is, responsibility follows. The course of the project is now in their hands. In
this manner, the people from the slums are responsible for their own development and in addition
accountable for the outcome. Thus, insurgent citizenship for these people does not only indicate
more rights, moreover it reflects more duties and responsibilities.
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Conclusions

Thus, instead of giving people more power and access to participation, rather the project seems to
be a technology of power to govern the excluded in their state apparatus. The power, in the form of
participation, which the state allegedly wants to give to the poor becomes in fact a reversed loop of
power gain, to enable the state to gain more power over the poor by subjectivation.
What has been discovered in this chapter however, is that the people from this area do not want to
participate as the designers of the project have planned. In desire and dreams they are subjectified,
as we have seen in chapter two, but in participation far less. The brokers are gatekeepers between
the parties, but there is still something lacking to fully be able to say that these people are
subjectified by the state. The urban poor remain excluded from the dominant discourse, by lack of
trust of the government and (self-disciplinary) power. In the next chapter, I will continue dismantling
this paradoxical situation in which the slum dwellers are positioned, and find out how this has come
about.
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Chapter 4

Winning and losing

In the previous chapters the initial and following phases of the project of Prometrópole where
discussed. Motivations for participating or not participating were placed under investigation, as well
as the resident’s expectations of the project and how they coped with the waiting process the
residents were placed in.
Now, it is time to understand how the residents look back at the previous periods once they have
received a house and see how they think their lives have changed. How do they experience the
‘before’ and ‘after’ situation in their daily lives? In what way did the project have an impact on their
view of their position in society as citizens? And in what way did the project have effect on their
selves, in the light of their own comparison between them and the rest of the city?

Progress
How did the project of Prometrópole affect the lives of the residents in these slums of Recife? To
understand this, yet again we have to listen to their stories. First of all, I would like to talk about the
progress in the areas due to the programme of Prometrópole.

Out of the water

The answer to the question in what way their lives were different was usually answered by: “now, I
am out of the water”.
When somebody lives in a self-built shack along the riverside, with a river flowing right underneath
the house or alongside, it is a matter of time before the river pays this person’s house a visit. Where
the river springs, in the inlands of the state of Pernambuco, it is crystal clear and full of life. When it
has run through the city, it has been polluted by trash, human waste, dead and live animals, and
chemicals. Imagine this water flooding your house.
Mariana is a 38 year old woman who lives nearby the newly constructed canal. She recounts what it
was like living alongside the river before it was canalized. “I was constantly buying detergents and
bleach!” She would never let her children crawl on the floor, or put them down. It was a daily task to
51

clean her house, and to carry her children while doing this. She narrates how exhausting this was.
Now that it is all over, she laughs about it and jokes how disgusting it is to have human waste enter
your house. But this used to be one of her principle worries in life. She says that it saves her so much
trouble now that she doesn’t need to worry about this any longer.
Also Gabriela, who we got to know in the second chapter, narrates that sometimes, she had to sleep
in the water. She did not have a bed to lift her up from the floor. She and her family had many health
issues because of this. Her oldest daughter still suffers from asthma, and sometimes had to leave her
own house to live with her grandmother, just to flee the area that was polluting her body. As she
puts it clearly: “I was always at the policlinic with my children”.
Without the flooding and the river polluting their homes and bodies, the residents in this area can
have a more healthy life. The number of children with diseases like diarrhoea or the flu is diminished
dramatically, I was told by Eduarda. Before the change the project brought about, many young
children died, but now that the families are not living in the water any longer, they live a more
hygienic and healthy life, therefore more children survive the infancy years.

The living conditions before canalization and rebuilding in the former area of Jacarezino. Photograph by
Programa Prometrópole.

The fact that these people do not have to live in water any longer has, besides health matters, a
more far going impact on their lives. Many have described that one of the principal changes that
affects the daily lives of the residents is that they can have a dignified life. With this new dignified

52

life, they are able to be proud of their homes, or at least not be ashamed of it. “Things have changed
now. As a poor person, you no longer need to be ashamed. You can bring guests home, and they can
even sit on a chair if they like”, as Gabriela has put it plainly.
To have a dignified life, is what the officials of the project claim to deliver with the outcome of the
project. Inez, the environmentalist, mentioned it in an interview, that this is what it is all about: to
save nature and give the people a dignified life. Residents of the area also use this word when they
talk about the changes in their lives. Whether the one influences the other is discussable in further
research. In my opinion it is closely interlinked with each other.
Apart from this discussion, what exactly is a dignified life? Carlito, a member of the Commisão of
Saramandaia, zealously talks about this when he discusses the project: “People need to have a home
to live in, no? A house to live in, a home, people need to exit from the water, from the shacks”. Thus,
what he is saying is that the shack in the water is not a home. What he speaks of, is that people living
in shacks do not live in a home, and what people need is a home. He himself has lived in a little shack
along the riverside for many years; he speaks from his own experience.
Furthermore, without taking care of the water and your surroundings any longer, there is more spare
time since residents do not have to clean and carry their children all the time. This spare time for
instance can be used for work, or to go into the city centre to shop for bargains or presents.
Another change is that for most people, their homes are bigger now than they were before.
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The area of Jacarezinho in Chão de Estrelas after canalization of the water, and rebuilding of the houses. The
streets are paved. Author’s photograph.

Mais organizado

Another difference people explained to me, is the feeling that their lives are now more organized
(mais organizado). To be organized, has many meanings, but for most people I have spoken with,
being organized meant to have a little bit of everything like a kitchen, a bedroom, a house, a house
number, a contract where it says that this house belongs to this person. It is a world apart from what
these people used to have living in shacks, and living in illegality. People enjoy this more organized
life, they treasure what they have.
Carlito recalls no difference from the life he previously had, and the life he is living now. The
community is the unchanged; the same people live in the area, and they do the same as they did
before. The only difference he sees is that now they live in the city, as before the area was just a
mess:
“Today no, today everything is modified, for this reason the people consider this here a city. *…+ If
you have seen the before and after, you would also confirm to me that now it is a city, because
before it was just a mess”.
What is his view on the difference between a mess and a city? Well, he talks about the boulevard
that has created the opportunity for buses to pass through: “This has made living here much easier”.
He continues by mentioning the made shift houses that were built one on top of the other, and
horses and dogs living together with humans in the shacks. Now this has changed.
Carlito sees the city as something organized and modified, since the area before the project was not,
it could not have been a city. Now that everything is into order, also this area belongs to the rest of
the city. Apparently he now sees himself to be part of the city, whereas before he wasn’t while he
was living in a shack. This brings me to the next change that was caused by the project: a change on
the view of the selves of the residents of the poor urban areas.

Slum dwellers as citizens

As Carlito has described clearly in the previous paragraph; before the project he was not part of the
city, whereas today he feels like he is. This is caused by the modification of the area. Carlito feels like
a real citizen because he lives in a house of stone, built by the government, and he pays for his
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electricity and water usage. Thus, being organizado creates a feeling of belonging and being included
into the city realm. He now considers himself a citizen, he said.

From the project’s official’s point of view, the residents are considered citizens. The language that is
being used during workshops that are given to the people in the areas are a clear example of this.
Inez, for example, speaks of ‘the right of the citizen to have access to clean drinking water’. During
one meeting she was talking about health and the citizen’s right, addressing the law of Brazil to the
residents which states that every citizen in Brazil has the right to a healthy life. She argued with
percentages from the national census that there have been many improvements during the past 10
years.
Inez then continued that every ‘good’ citizen has the duty to be responsible in his or her bairro. He or
she has to be participative and take up some duties like being a member of a Commisão or help clean
up the neighbourhood.
What I understand from this point of view, is that as soon as somebody is labelled as a citizen, he or
she has the rights and duties that come with it. A citizen should be active, and actively claim the
rights he or she has, and pay the duties by involving themselves into the politics and the
development of the bairro. This makes me wonder, do all the citizens in Recife have to be that
active? Or just the people in the poor areas? I understand that people have to be cooperative and
participative when their area is under development. They have to want to improve their lives, and
not just sit back and relax. However, how much does a slum resident have to do in order not to be
blamed for failure in his or her bairro (Nuijten 2011)?

Another example of this change is the experience of Emanuel, who is a 65 year old man who has
been living in the slums of the city since he was a little boy and his father took his family to the city in
the hope to find a job.
He narrates that he has seen the poverty in the area being reduced, and now all the poor can have
the same things as a rich person can, such as having a car, or a television. “There is no difference
anymore! Whatever they have, we can have!”
Emanuel receives a small pension by the government, which is more than what he used to earn when
he worked. Despite his debate on ‘we are the same as they are’, he also recalls recent moments of
discrimination and exclusion.
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Some time ago, he went to an electrical supply store, to buy a new radio. He had some money with
him, so he was able to purchase. He was also dressed to the occasion, he told me. He had put on
some neat trousers and a nice shirt. Nevertheless, the clerk at the store ignored Emanuel completely.
She kept helping other customers until the point where Emanuel asked the woman to help him. The
clerk did not answer Emanuel, but looked away.
While Emanuel is narrating this event to me, yet again he gets emotional and angry. He says:
“I stood there, in the store, as a citizen. A citizen with money. And she was helping this other guy
who did not even have nice clothes on, and she helped him because he was white. I stood there as a
citizen, but was not respected as a citizen”.
To me, this is a very serious and depressing story. Somebody from the poor area of the city wants to
buy a radio but is deprived of this right because apparently it was obvious he was poor and this made
him ignorable. He was standing there with money and good hopes, and the idea that he belonged,
but he didn’t. He was being excluded. What Emanuel experienced, as a formal citizen, was that
substantively he is not treated as one. This is not the only story he has told me about being excluded
or discriminated. He had many more.

In a different way, however, this story is positive and encouraging, just by the fact that Emanuel and
Carlito have changed their perspective of their ‘place’ in society. Their views on their selves have
changed: they feel or felt marginalized but today they experience this as injustice or as the past. Both
Carlito and Emanuel are offended when it comes to exclusion; they have the feeling they belong, but
they are still being refused at the door. As Ong (1996) put in writing, top down technologies of power
create bottom up processes (Ibid. p. 737). Hence, through the usage of language slum dwellers
manifest a desire and dream to become integral in society. The effects on the self image of the slum
dwellers are evident: they want to belong and be part of the city as formal as well as substantive
citizens (Holston and Appudarai 1996). They want to be able to buy things, and be acknowledged as
citizens. They want their bairro to belong to the city as much as any other.

With the usage of words like: ‘now we belong to the city too’, ‘having a dignified life’ and ‘now our
lives are organized’, it becomes clear that these people have the imaginary that their life will be
better with inclusion and organization by the government. In the previous chapter, participation was
discussed, and I argued that the people from the slums were not fully subjectified by the state since
they are on the outskirts of the dominant discourse and do not want to participate since they lack
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trust of the government. The way these people use language and wordings can be placed under the
dreaming and hoping of inclusion.
As shown in this paragraph, substantive citizenship is still far away from these people, since exclusion
and discrimination are ever present. Garmany also writes about this paradox poor people place
themselves in: they do not trust the state, but on the other hand want to be part of it and try to
follow the legislation. He claims that through repeated practices in daily life, these practises start to
signify something such as ‘order’ or ‘truth’ (p. 728). The urge to do the ‘right thing’ such as working
or being honest are effects of governmentality. The long arms of the government have reached the
poor urban residents indeed, however, despite the technologies of power at hand such as
participatory approaches and dominant new imaginaries of a ‘good’ life, the poor are still being
excluded. This is a nice example in the light of what Perlman urged to argument in her book on
marginality (1976). She argues that poor urban city dwellers are being marginalized despite their
efforts of belonging and ‘fitting in’. In her concluding remarks she writes:
‘*Slum dwellers+ do not have the attitudes or behaviour supposedly associated with marginal groups.
*…+ Favelados are extremely system-supportive and see the government not as evil but as doing its
best to understand and help people like themselves. *…+ In short, they have the aspirations of the
bourgeoisie, the perseverance of the pioneers and the values of patriots. What they do not have is an
opportunity to fulfil their aspirations’ (p. 243).
What Perlman has discovered almost 35 years ago, appears to be unchanged. Still today, the urban
poor have the aspirations to be part of society as integral citizens, yet the opportunities do not
present themselves to fulfil these aspirations.

The idea of the residents themselves, that with a new organized life poor people now also are
integral part of the city, and can be called citizens, is merely a construct. The feeling of belonging and
being included, in my eyes is due to a dream that comes with physical changes in the area. However,
streets and boulevards do not make people included in the incomprehensible system of capitalism
and class. There needs to be a serious change to the entire system, which they might not be able to
accomplish by just changing their own behaviour and lives.
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Standstill

This conclusion brings me to the second part of the effects of the project on the daily lives of
residents of the area which is less positive to the residents.
The life people experience in the newly built bairros gives promises of new and improved situations
and opportunities. In the light of hygiene, sometimes space, and being more organized, the residents
are definitely better off now. Nevertheless, the houses are just houses. A house does not implicate a
full-life improvement. Even though people receive new houses, they remain poor and excluded from
substantive citizenship rights as described in the previous example of Emanuel. Not only do they
remain poor because of lack of opportunities to become bourgeoisie, also because they experience a
standstill as a consequence of their poverty and the immovable framework of the project which
keeps them from further development or progress. I shall explain myself in the next paragraphs.

Bills

An example of the standstill in poverty is the way Isabela handles her electricity bills. Isabela is a
woman who was introduced in the previous chapter as the woman who passed by the construction
site to stand in front of a house, wishing it would one day be hers. She now lives in Saramandaia, in a
house close to her mother’s house and her sister’s house. She is happy to live there, although she is
suffering from the violence that is influencing the neighbourhood’s safety. When I was visiting her
house, her children wanted to watch television, but she forbade this. She turned to me and explained
that the costs of electricity were so high, she can only use the lights and the television for some
hours every day, otherwise she would exceed the maximum she can pay. She has already received
many bills that she could not afford, and she does not know how to save more on electricity. She
needs a refrigerator to keep her food and during the evenings she needs to turn on the lights to be
able to see. With the new electricity contract that came with her house, she cannot escape the bills,
but she cannot afford them either. For Isabela, this situation is very difficult, because she wants to be
a law obeying citizen, but she can’t since a ‘good citizen’s’ life is too expensive. She is forced by her
poverty to not pay the bills.

The story of Gabriela, who has been living in a government house for some time now, can also be an
illustration here. During a visit one afternoon, she proudly presented me with a stack of papers. I
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unfolded the letters and they appeared to be electricity and telephone bills. She laughed while she
added: “Look, I haven’t paid for them because they are way too high. How can I ever pay these bills!
Hahaha, no, I won’t pay”. I asked her if it wouldn’t get her into trouble, and she answered: “Well,
they will cut off the electricity, but I will reconnect myself again. It is really simple”. When Gabriela
was still living at the riverside, she did not pay for her electricity either, now she is still not paying
since it is too expensive. She hasn’t forgotten her old tricks to solve this problem.
What has changed in the lives of Gabriela and Isabela is that they received a house; they did not
receive a better life, or a job, a future for their children or a better health. They received a house and
higher monthly costs. They explained to me that now, with this house, they have a more expensive
life, which they can’t afford.
The residents do not have to pay rent for the houses they receive in return for their shacks alongside
the rivers, but they are obliged to pay for the extra expenses that come with their new dignified life.
Whatever idea comes with a house to a resident is personal. The idea that with a house, a better life
will follow is nothing but a dream. The poor remain poor.

Decline

During my period of time in Recife, I have visited many houses of the project, and I am sad to say that
the houses are of bad quality and structure. I admit that I am neither architect nor builder, thus the
details or professional observations I will not cast here. However, it is not difficult for the eye of a
layman to notice the decay that already has shown itself. Banisters are loose from their concrete
settings, which makes the staircase a dangerous place for children and walls have already cracked.
The houses are built in a hurry with the cheapest materials, understandable since there is always a
lack of money.
In addition, the residents that came from the poorest areas and moved into government houses are
very recognizable by their houses. When I was joining a tour organized by the field office, I met a
woman, Paula, whom I had not met before. I asked her whether she also lived in Porta Linha, an area
with government’s houses. She replied: “But no! No, no, I live in a nice house!” (her emphasis). It
sounded as if she does not consider the government houses as ‘good’ houses. She laughed when I
asked her, even a bit embarrassed by the question. How could somebody ask her whether she lived
in a government house, how shameless!
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This is a clear illustration of the reputation government houses have. The area is an obvious location;
all the houses look the same, despite some colouring or decorations, sometimes even privately
initiated reconstructions. The houses stand in a row, all have the same height, the same size and the
same construction. This is in stark difference with other houses in the area, which are not all the
same, but constructed in different ways and clearly non-government houses. The people from the
riverside will always be recognizable. They will always stand out, and remain to be ‘them’.

Porta Linha, 2010. Coloured government houses. On the forefront concrete slides for children. Author’s
photograph.

Stuck

“I will always live here, forever. I don’t want to leave, everything I have is here. But I can’t leave
either, because everything I have is here”. These are the words of Olivia, a woman living in Chão de
Estrelas. She accurately describes her situation here: she is a poor woman who has lived in this area
her whole life. It is sincerely difficult to exit from here to start over somewhere else. She has built a
life here, and knows her way around. She has good know-how of the area; what is safe to do, and
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whom it is safe to talk to. In another neighbourhood she would be lost, since she would not have any
friends or acquaintances there to help her. Olivia does not live in a newly built government house,
but she illustrates a person who is stuck in her environment.
Also Mariana, who lives near the riverside that is now canalized has told me: “If I could, I would move
out of this area. This bairro is not good enough to raise my children in. But where can I go?” She told
me of the same restraints she has to leave the neighbourhood. She has lived here most of her life,
and would not know where to go, if she ever decided to move out of the area. She would love to live
in a safer area, but those areas are more expensive as well. She would not be able to afford it. Other
areas in the city with the same price range are as unsafe as this area, plus she does not know
anybody in other areas. She has no choice than to stay here.

For the people who live in government houses, it is even harder to move out of the area to better
neighbourhoods. The residents already have the same limitations as the other residents in the
neighbourhood, but on top of that, it is also against the rules of the project to sell or rent out the
houses they received. They can pass on the houses to their children, but cannot sell. Previously,
when the residents were living in shacks they had more freedom to move around than they have
now. The shacks had no property rights titles or restrictions. They were able to sell and buy
whenever they liked. Now, they are stuck with the house, the neighbours, and the location that they
have received.
Of course, the sale and trade of houses is happening everywhere, but it has to happen ‘under the
table’. I have heard many recounts of this, although statistical numbers I cannot present.
Nevertheless, officially the residents of the government houses are stuck with their house. They have
traded the old one for this new one, and that makes this house all they have.

Thus, the residents are now, with the implementation of the project, in a healthier situation, and
have a more organized, formal life. On the other hand, they are still excluded from substantive
citizenship because of their backgrounds and the prejudices of other people. What’s more, they are
still poor; they cannot escape poverty merely through a physical improvement like a house.
Furthermore, the residents are trapped inside the areas where they received new houses, since they
cannot sell or rent out the houses. This type of insurgent citizenship is discussed by Holston (2009),
where he argues that the principles of differentiated citizenship are being ‘cracked open’ by
insurgent citizenship which causes a destabilizing effect (2009: 21). He calls this situation ‘an unstable
mix of old and new formulations of citizenship (Ibid.: 21). I believe that this unstable situation of old
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and new is indeed at present in the lives of the people I have spoken with. They experience an
insecure and daring time where they are allowed to dream about a better life, but cannot reap the
fruits of this alleged better life. The government claims to be able to give them the space they need,
by participation, to reach for this a new, inclusive form of citizenship, however, this space does not
appear to suffice. In order for the participatory approach to work and provide enough room to
change the lives of the poor, opportunities need to be handed to the poor for them to be included to
the whole of society. My argument is supported by the claim of Dagnino (2007) that the broadening
of scope concerning rights and insurgent citizenship has additional consequences to citizenship: the
space of citizenship ‘is no longer confined within the limits of the relationship with the state’ (2476),
the space has enlarged and encompasses the society as a whole as well. What this implicates is that
not only the state or the law can give people rights, also the rest of society needs to support these
rights and make room for opportunities for the poor to expand their life perspectives and substantive
citizenship rights. Development of poor people’s lives is not merely given shape between the
relationship between the poor and the state, but also involves the relationship and interactions
between the poor and the rest of society. This brings us to the next paragraph on citizen’s rights.

The view on the government

How are all the changes in the neighbourhoods of influence on the resident’s view of the
government?

Discussion on rights

When discussing citizenship, belonging and inclusion, one is automatically involved in the rights and
right bearing discussion. It would be a shortcoming not to include this into this work. Citizenship is all
about rights: as a citizen, one is a member of a certain society and nation with the concomitant
rights. Gaventa (2002) names three dimensions of rights: inclusive rights, participation rights and the
‘obligations to protect and promote the realisation of rights by states and other duty bearers’ (p. 2).
As we can conclude from the discussed chapters above, participation, to a certain extent, has been
given, however, inclusiveness is still lacking. Gaventa argues that it is the duty of the ‘state and other
duty bearers’ are accountable for the execution of this inclusiveness. Why then, do the urban poor
have to take responsibility for themselves?
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At the beginning of this research, I wished to discuss the question of rights with the people in the
slums. However, not a single person initiated a conversation about rights during visits. Merely when I
asked about the topic, they would sometimes say something about it, but mostly in a declining way.
When I asked for example: do you think it was your right to receive a house by the government? Far
out most people responded in the region of: “No, I do not see this house as a right to have. It was
God who provided me with my house, he listened to me”. I was sometimes laughed at when I asked
this question: ‘A right? Like that the government is obliged to give this house to me? No, I do not
think so!’ The fact that the discussion of having rights the government should take care of, is absent
in this area is not surprising. In previous chapters the fact that the residents do not expect a great
deal from the government, resonates in this lack of demand and believe to have rights.
These results lead to the discussion on the ‘right to have rights’ which is, among others, discussed by
Dagnino (2007). This research has laid out clearly that people do want to belong, despite the fact that
they have no expectations of the government. This missing link creates a non demanding citizen who
is unaware or uncunning to demand rights. This is recognizable in the way people from these poor
areas respond to the project.

Personalistic politics

My vision is that in the poor people’s view on politics yet again personalistic thinking has the upper
hand. A personalistic thanks and expectations goes to Lula and a few other politicians like the former
mayor of Recife João Paolo Lima e Silva and João da Costa, the current mayor of Recife: they are the
ones who implemented the programme of Prometrópole according to the residents. The names of
these politicians I have heard many times. ‘Thanks to God and Lula, I have a new house now’.
Since her partaking with the project, Isabela’s view on the government has changed for sure, as she
recounts. In her eyes, Lula and Eduardo have done this for her, and she will never forget. They have
come to help her, and execute the programme. It was them, nobody else. They executed what many
precedents had only promised. She trusts them, because they have made the change for her. She
does not trust anybody else in politics. This has not changed. Only her image of Lula and Eduardo has
changed.
Isabela confides with me that she has voted blank these elections, because she does not trust Dilma
yet. She has to wait and see what Dilma is going to do for her. Voting for Dilma now is too
premature. She has not done anything yet, she has to prove herself to Isabela. .
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Gabriela also referred to João Paolo, and brought his name up when she was talking about the
changed is her life. She said: “the PT (Partido Trabalhista) has made it happen for me, with the help
of God. It was João Paolo who helped us.”
This view is presented by Koster (2009), who states that slum dwellers do not meet the ‘state’ as
such, rather certain officials, politicians or persons represent the government. The linkage to a
person when talking about politics is thus common: slum dwellers often refer to authorities or
politics with a first or last name of a politician that, for them, represents the political.
Hearing this story, for the residents it matters less what party is in power, what matter more is who
is the leader, and what he or she decides to do with this power. This person gets all the credits or all
the blame. Mainly what this person promises in election time, is expected of him or her. Besides that,
as far as I have understood, no rights are claimed.

Expecting more

Some residents have spoken about the government’s help that they are missing. Liliana, the woman
who lost her son to a quarrel about entrance to a disco, told me that she is grateful for the house
that is given to her, but that the government is seriously lacking to support the education of the
children in the area. Every day, when her grandchildren finish school, she picks them up, to bring
them to a second school where her grandchildren receive more education. She is not happy with the
situation as it is. She claims that even going to school is dangerous for the children, since violence has
taken over the neighbourhood, and when they are at school the children do not learn much. She
blames the government for this; it should take better care of this, not just of the houses the children
live in.
Also Célia, the sister of Isabela, who also lives in Saramandaia speaks of this default in the
programme. She is very happy with her house, but she wants to see the government pay more
attention to the educational system and the health system, since they are still excluded from good
care. Célia herself has the auto immune disease of Lupus which forced her to buy expensive
medicines and lead a more careful life. In the past years, she has had many setbacks, but now she is
doing well. At the moment she is not taking her medication since she can’t afford it any longer. She
has had many appointments at the city hall, in attempt to receive free medications. Yet, her efforts
were fruitless.
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This ordeal has made her very cynical toward the government and its aid. Sure she is happy with her
home, she even said: “Now I can die peacefully, knowing that my daughter has a home’. Still, she is
not even giving the government the credits for this house: in her eyes, God has given it to her. This
brings me to the next paragraph.

Replacement

Throughout this thesis, a certain gratefulness towards God has been mentioned a couple of times
already. Isabela mentioned it when she was narrating her story about the house she received. It
appeared to be the exact house she had wished for all along. She thanked God for this gift to her.
Why do the residents give so much credit to God when it comes to government aid?
Célia is member of an Evangelic church which she frequents every evening. She lives in a new
government house together with her daughter and two grandchildren. She is happy she moved out
of her old neighbourhood some hundred meters away from here since the murderer of her late son
used to live right next to her. Her son was addicted to drugs, and got into a mix up that got him killed.
The boy who shot him, was practically raised by her sister, and she knew his entire family. Her son
got shot the day before he would have taken off to Rio de Janeiro where she had found him a job,
and a safer surrounding. Célia says that she still hasn’t cried over him yet, because it feels like he is
just on a trip and that he can walk through the door any minute now.
The death of her son has caused her a lot of grief, although she explains to me that the loss of her
son brought her and her daughter closer to each other again. Her daughter left the house when she
was 14 years old, and escaped with her lover. Now she is 20 years old, married and has two children.
They all live in the one bedroom house Célia gained.
The death of her son, she figured, is also the work of God, because from this awful situation came
another good situation: her daughter and her family came back.
Célia also considers her house to be a gift from God. She does not see it as a right she has as a citizen,
or as a gift from the government, but a present from God.
To me, it seems as though Célia is using the God factor to justify her tribulations in life. Her son died,
but for the sake of her happiness, she turns this horrible event into something that seems blessed
and ‘meant to be’.
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Another way of looking at the motivation of people crediting God for government aid becomes clear
with an example of Liliana. One evening I joined Liliana to church. She frequents an Evangelic church,
where many of the people I had met in the neighbourhoods appeared to frequent as well.
She told me how calming a sermon to her is. For just some time, she can forget about her sorrows
and listen to the reverend. She is also part of a choir, and performs in her own church as well as sister
churches. On our way to the church, she explains to me why she likes going to church. She loves the
limitations, regulations and discipline the church is giving its followers, she tells me. She believes that
if it wasn’t for the church, there would be even more violence and unhappiness in this bairro. She
wants structure and a direction in her life, and is happy to find it in church. The church dictates no
drinking, no partying, no using of drugs and no stealing and no killing. She adds that the rules are
simple and clear.
When we are chatting afterwards with her and her grandson, her grandson asks me whether I had
voted for Dilma too. I answer him that I was not able to vote for Dilma because I am from another
country. He then asked me whether I voted for Dilma in my own country. Liliana laughs about the
questions her grandson is posing. She replies her grandson that since I am a foreigner, I cannot vote
for the Brazilian government, I have my own government in Holland. Then, she does something I did
not expect her to do: she started explaining the Brazilian political system to her grandson. Liliana
knows a lot about the system and its workings, nevertheless, she gives legitimacy to the church. She
chooses not to follow this Brazilian political system, but to abide by the church. It is a choice that
makes her feel more secure, safe and listened to. The system of the church is clear, with rules about
good and bad. Besides, the church is in a closer proximity than the government and its regulation.
The church has a connection with the residents in the neighbourhood because it is located there
where the residents live. The residents who attend church have more affiliation with God than with
Lula; they thank God for his gifts, and are grateful to him for the help he is giving them.
Because of this legitimacy given by the residents, the church regulates the lives of the residents more
than the state does. It creates a community with rules and regulations simple to follow. The church is
a power entity in the neighbourhood, far stronger than the power of the state.

A positive note

For some residents, the fact that they are being helped by the government has an impact on the way
they look at the government in a positive way. The people feel heard, and included. Finally they feel
like something is being done for them.
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The experience Carlito has with his battle for a better life, encourages him to move even further,
expect more. Like he said: “A luta continua sempre” (the battle will continue forever).
The sad thing about this is that Carlito, along with many others, feel like they have to fight for their
gains. It does not feel like it all comes their way by itself. They have to continue forever, in order to
reach their goal: a better life for them and their children.

Conclusions

Looking back at the situation before and after the coming of the project, we have seen many
different responses of people. However, overall, what people gain from this project is a house, and
being out of the water. They experience better hygiene and health situations and feel like they have
more dignity. This dignity comes along with the idea that, now that their bairro is more organized,
they are part of the city of Recife, while before they were not.
The selves of these poor people have changes, in the sense that now they feel like they belong. They
feel like they are citizens of Brazil, however still have to experience discrimination and exclusion due
to the fact that substantive citizenship does not jump to the occasion of insurgent citizenship
immediately. All these people who are gaining more rights, whereas before they were invisible and
unreachable to the state, now experience the hardship of the lack of opportunities to fully belong to
the city. They want to belong, and be a good citizen, however, by lack of money, respect and
freedom to move where they want, they remain stuck in their poverty.
As Dagnino has explained, the relationship between the poor and the state does not suffice to create
a group of insurgent citizens who also experience substantive citizenship at the same time. The
whole of society needs a reconstruction, not just the streets and houses in the poor areas.
Additionally, a response of many people in the poor areas to this lack of opportunities and
substantive citizenship is to seek condemnation and solutions in a different kind of area: the church
or other religious groups. The locations of this entity is close to the homes of the residents, the
leaders are their neighbours. Authority is close and clearly explained, exactly what many people
want. The state is replaced by the power of the church and its leaders.
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Conclusions and further research

Conclusions

During the months I have spent in Recife, I have come to understand more about the workings of
slums life, poor people’s worries and tribulations and of course about the impact the project of
Prometrópole has on their lives. I have enjoyed staying with them and they surprised me with their
hospitality and kindness.
My goal for this research was to find out how the residents of poor urban areas experience the
government’s programme Prometrópole. How do their lives change with the coming of a project of
this scale, and maybe more interesting, how do their lives not change?
What I learned in Recife is that everybody has his or her own perspective, expectations and hopes
when it comes to a government promise. What I have tried to achieve is to describe the broad range
of ways people deal with this promise. Furthermore, I have looked at the ways and motives of people
participating in this project, taking a critical position in the debate on participatory approaches. In
the last chapter, I have explored how the project of Prometrópole creates a positive change in the
lives of the poor in Recife, as well as how it creates a standstill. I have also explored the way in which
the residents changed their view on them in relationship with the ‘rest’ of the city.

Desinterestedness

First of all, I would like to start with putting this government project into the perspective of the
residents of the subject areas. In chapter 3, I have explained that even though the project is
important in the lives of these poor people, since it generates houses and a better infrastructure in
their bairro. However, for most people the project does not enjoy their up most attention. These
people live in slums and let’s be fair, they have really tough lives. They do not have time or energy to
go to the meetings and get themselves involved in a project of which they do not even expect it will
do well for them. For a long time, they had to deal with huge problems such as violence, drugs, lack
of hygiene, poverty, unemployment, or family tragedies due to any misfortunate combination of the
above. While the project of Prometrópole continues, their lives do as well. They live, eat, drink, laugh
and cry with or without the programme. They have certain disinterestedness in participating or
believing in the project.
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In chapter two I have demonstrated several ways in which people are dealing with the promise of the
project of Prometrópole, that explain this disinterestedness. I have shown, with the examples of
Anabela and Gabriela, that the people living in the slums of Recife, do not expect any aid from the
government, since they have had a long history of waiting. On top of this lack of expectation, as I
discussed in chapter two, there is the lack of trust they have toward government officials, especially
the police. Unfortunately, the police has been the primary visible link between them and their
government.
These people only believe what’s coming their way when they have touchable evidence of it. Also,
they have a personalistic way of looking at the project, parallel to the way they look at politics.

The project as a factory of dreams

Despite this disinterestedness of people, there is an interesting parallel imaginary being formed
within the realm of the project which is a consequence of many speculations. The promise of the
project of Prometrópole, which is already taking up years of waiting and guessing, creates
speculations among people. People talk, gossip and guess about the outcomes and their benefits to
the project. They become interested in dreaming about their new houses, and start adding to these
dreams imaginaries of the consequences of this house. The dreams go from being able to buy wall
paper for their new homes, to the plan of placing pillars in the garden and a bridge over a pond with
fish. Holston writes about this ‘realm of desire’ (1991) being a way to satisfy the people with
material. This wish for material, and imaginaries for a better future by means of these materials, are
linked to the sense of accomplishment people get when thinking of a house. People “autoconstruct
self images of competence and knowledge that counter and replace those of disrespect and
worthlessness that have historically subjugated them to a denigrated sense of their own selves”
(Holston 1991: 448). The dreaming and hoping discussed in chapter two is thus linked to chapter four
and its discussion on how people perceive themselves as citizens of Recife. By dreaming and hoping,
residents of poor urban areas indicate a need to show competence and knowledge to others. With a
house, people can demonstrate that they are in fact respectable, even though they remain poor
(Ibid.: 458). With this realm of dreaming, they construct new identities for themselves.
What’s more, within this parallel imaginary, people start opportunistic gambles to try and achieve
the dreams of for having a house and more opportunities in life. This imaginary consists of
speculations and ideas of the effects and consequences a house has on their lives and their futures.
The course of the project and their lives is highly unpredictable for them, what makes this somewhat
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a gamble. Creative people like Leo and Gabriela have a clear idea on how they might gain from the
project, and they sure know how to dream about it. This dreaming fits into a ‘realm of desire’.
The waiting in the wake of the project thus creates dreams, imaginaries and speculations, which can
cost people dearly if the gamble is lost.

Community leaders and slum politics

The dreaming of the project makes people not dream about other ways of dealing with their poor
situation. The promise of a project, that keeps people waiting, generates a diminishment of
incentives for other initiatives. The way to develop is now almost only with the project of
Prometrópole, since the system of organization of initiatives merely runs through the project. The
advantage of knowing how to work along or around with the system, as Ronaldo does, enables
community leaders to continue working for their neighbourhood. Furthermore, by chasing the
‘material’, such as houses and streets, people start to focus too much on those elements, instead of
focussing on their rights as citizens and their social struggle for change. The project somehow diverts
attention from wider social issues that cause and enforce the problems present in poor urban areas.
Nuijten (2004) has written about the hope generating machine: by keep giving little symbols of hope
and fantasies about power, a state can keep people continue to wait. I argue that the project of
Prometrópole in Recife is generating dreams, on which people can build their imaginaries of their
improved futures. While dreaming, they keep waiting.
In chapter three, I have shown that community leaders, as well as some project officials are still the
gatekeepers and brokers between the residents of the areas and the government. It is still not the
people who participate in the project, but the brokers. They are the ones who shape and give
meaning to the project toward the residents. With their own personal contacts and ambitions they
work with the project of Prometrópole to make people participate in their own way alongside the
official participatory ways. Through local community leaders, the people of these poor urban areas
are able to voice their preferences and complaints to the higher layers of the project without having
to go to meetings or organized trips. The old system of reciprocity is still working in these areas, just
like the problem solving network Koster (2009) writes about when he refers to the connection
between the residents of the slums and their politics. In this sense, the old system has not been torn
down by one government project, promising modernity (Nuijten 2011) to the slum dwellers. The
people of the slums work their way around the project, like a climbing plant. Using the new structure,
but also working with it and moulding it to sustain their own existing system. Escobar already
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mentioned this major bias that planned development plans have: they tend to overlook the local,
namely local sociabilities and dynamics, and desires and aspirations of local people (Escobar 1992:
73). In Recife, local dynamics are stronger than a suggested new structure, planned top down. The
new structure is accepted in the sense that community leaders use this new way to continue their
work. However, for the residents, the same structure is utilized. The slum politics (Koster 2009) at
hand in the researched areas is practically the same as it was in the years before the project came
into play. Only the promises are more ambitious. The central government cannot change the political
system embroidered into the slums over the years. Brokers and gatekeepers like Ronaldo work with
the same people in the same way as before.

The participatory approach and the discourse of citizenship

Considering this, the participatory approach of the project of Prometrópole is not working as it was
supposed to in theory; including all residents and enhancing their social capital. What causes this
failure?
There are some people who are participating, but as we have seen, this is for other reasons than
empowering themselves. Some are loyal, as we have seen in the example of Liliana, or want to be
reassured of the progress the project is making. Then, there are the community leaders and the
members of the Commisão, who share the dreams and vision of developing their neighbourhoods.
They use their own approach of participation by getting personal with the residents and ‘making
things happen’ for them. What restrains the residents from participating in the project?
First of all, the space that is given to the residents to participate in is far too small in order for them
to be taken serious. Cooke and Kothari (2001) argue that generally a connectedness between the
people and the ones in power is missing, which can be seen in the project of Prometrópole as well.
The only way they are allowed to participate, is to come to meetings to be educated, and to
complain. The people from the slums complain and try to be heard, but the officials of the project
based in the field offices do not bring these complaints further up the hierarchy of communication.
This disconnectedness leads to disinterestedness in participating. Nevertheless, the residents have to
show up and participate; they are responsible for their participation, if not, it is their own fault when
the project fails. Kapoor (2005) names this as a critique on participatory development: it asks more of
the marginalised world than it does of the included. In Recife it has become clear that the people
from the slums have to work hard on their own development, and when they fail it is their fault. They
are the ones who are held responsible, not the rest of the city. This imbalance is unfair, and
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impossible to work with. Its them against the rest. How will they ever be able to pull this off, despite
their non-tiring talk of the luta?
Alongside Kapoor and Cooke and Kothari, I argue that with participatory projects, which has the goal
of empowering local people, comes a reversed loop of power gain by the government. The whole
project can be seen as a technology of power, installed to gain more control over the people in poor
urban areas. The participatory approach can be seen as “a vehicle of empire” (Kapoor 2005: 1215), or
a technology of power. It sounds very nice to give people a voice and a choice within the project.
However, what it creates as well is a growing responsibility for success of the project handed over to
the people. The project is a top-down planned bottom-up project, which is contradictory in the true
sense of the word. The project has a great disciplinary power since people are able to choose
between certain categories and of course do not want to put themselves in the ‘bad citizen’
category, or the ‘I do not want to work on my own development’ category. They have the choice
between participating or not, and by not participating, they are jeopardizing the development of
their bairro. They are held responsible for a bad or good ending of this project. The project is
embodying the residents into the discourse of the state, which is an act of governmentality. The
project utilizes a format, with which the local people have to work. Nuijten refers to this as a
‘perverse citizenship game’ (2011), claiming that the participatory approach is used in Recife to
justify external interventions into the poor areas. The discourse of citizenship is utilized to get people
into the game of participation, promising modernity and progress. The intentions of this game are
not in the category of empowerment and progress, but of control and power.
But, why is this failing? I believe that they do feel like they should participate, but they don’t
participate in practice because they do not feel listened to. Their expectations of the project are low,
and they have little time to waste in their busy slum lives. Conversely, in the arena of dreams and
desires, the people are subjectified to the discourse of the state. They do want to fit in, be ‘normal’
and have everything a non slum dweller has too. They see on television what they lack, and start
wanting and desiring. However, this subjectivation stops here, in the area of dreams. It does not
continue in the ‘real’ since they do not expect the government to act upon its promises. They still
have to see it in order to believe. Untill then, their own political system works very well; that of
participation with their own people and community leaders.
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The luta continues

In chapter four a further explanation is given to the fact that the participatory part of the project is
not working. I have seen why: a new house does not create a new life or better future. It does create
dreams. Returning to where I started, the project and its products are not the main issue in the lives
of these people. They gain from the project in material and hygienic sense, but experience a
standstill despite and because of the project. This standstill implicates that they still do not belong to
the ‘rest’ of the city, even though they do feel like they have the right to belong now that they have
proper houses and a ‘dignified’ life. Discrimination and exclusion are still causing painful and sad
situations on a daily bases. It is clear that with formal citizenship, substantive citizenship is not yet
reached. Residents of poor urban areas are still stigmatized and economically and socially excluded.
Even when the project of Prometrópole comes to a great success, and all slum dwellers have houses,
more social capital and a ‘normal’ life, the people from the slums will still have to struggle to belong.
The luta will continue, substantive citizenship cannot be reached by more social capital and a house.
An unstable situation is being created when insurgent citizenship enters the status quo (Holston
2009) constituting in more violence and paradoxical situations described by Nuijten (2011): the
celebration of new houses is held simultaneously with a television broadcast on children who are
dying in health posts because of a lack of paediatricians.
The decline due to this project is that the people from these poor areas are now stuck in the new
houses, since they cannot sell or rent out the house. They have to stay in their stigmatized
neighbourhood, whereas before they could sell or rent out their shacks as they liked. They were freer
than they are at this moment. Together with their feeling of belonging, additionally they are
encapsulated by the state’s bureaucracy and framework.
In addition, life is now more expensive for them. They have to pay bills, but can’t because the new
house did not give them more money, a steady job or a promising future. The citizenship that has
enlarged itself through the project, is more of a burden than a joy for the fact that this is merely
formal citizenship they can enjoy. Substantive citizenship is more pleasurable, but harder to access.
What the people do gain, is this new feeling of belonging. I believe that this is a major gain of the
project. This is a new starting point, wherefrom the residents from the slums can empower
themselves. Yet, they cannot start a revolution by themselves, they need the rest of society to give
them the space and opportunities for this insurgent citizenship as well as the facilitating duty of the
government to achieve this.
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Further research

Whilst conducting research and writing this thesis I have stumbled upon several gaps which need
better understanding. Further research would be useful.
For instance, it would be very interesting to investigate the layers and ways of communication
between the different levels in a project like that of Prometrópole. How is the communication within
a project organized and what are the different goals and discourses? Also, how do these influence
each other? These are most probably fascinating questions to elaborate upon.
What I additionally would like to suggest for further research is to investigate deeper into the realm
of religion and replacement of the government by worship places. It would be interesting to know
more about the reasons of replacements and about the practical changes by this replacement, for
example rules and regulations within the bairros. How does the consequential legal pluralism
influence the different systems of law?

What would be a further practical and helpful follow up to this research is the question of how
people from ‘the rest of the city’ perceive all the changes and attention the poor areas receive, and
how they see themselves as actors within the scope of development in Recife. This research has
focused on the people who live in the poor areas of Recife, and not dealt with the people living
outside these areas. For a more comprehensive and multilayered view and understanding on social
changes and (im)mobilities, the ‘ other’ side of the story also needs highlighting.
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