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	10. INTRODUCTION
Anthropology with an  Accent
Violence and fear are entangled with processes of social change in contem-
porary cities, generating new forms of spatial segregation and social discrimi-
nation. In the last two decades, in cities as distinct as Sao Paulo, Los Angeles,
Johannesburg, Buenos Aires, Budapest, Mexico City, and Miami, different
social groups, especially from the upper classe,s.,'have used the fear of vio-
lence and crime to justify new techniques of exclusion and their withdrawal
from traditional quarters of the citiesl,croups that feel threatened by the so-
cial order taking shape in these cities-commonly build exclusive, fortified en-
claves for their residence, work, leisure, and consumption. The discourses of
fear that simultaneously help to legitimize this withdrawal and to reproduce
fear find different references. Frequently they are abollt crime, and especially
violent crime. But they also incorporate racial and ethnic anxieties, class prej-
udices, and references to poor and marginalized groups. The circulation of
these discourses of fear and the proliferation of practices of segregation in-
variably intertwine with other processes of social transformation: transitions
to democracy in Latin America, the end of apartheid in South Africa and of
socialism in Eastern Europe, and immigration in SOllthern California. Nev-
ertheless, the forms of exclusion and enclosure under which current spatial
transformations occur are so generalized that one feels tempted to treat them
as a formula adopted by elites in large cities everywhere.
This book focuses on Sao Paulo and presents a comprehensive analysis
of the ways in which crime, fear of violence, and disrespect of citizenship
rights have intertwined with urban transformations in the last two decades
to produce a new pattern of urban segregation. This was the period of de-
mocratic consolidation following the military regime that ruled Brazil from
 


	11. 2 Introduction Introduction
1964  to 1985.The increase in violent crime in Sao Paulo since the mid-1980s
generated fear and a series of new strategies of protection and reaction, of
which the building of walls is the most emblematic. Both symbolically and
materially, these strategies operate by marking differences, imposing par-
titions and distances, building walls, multiplying rules of avoidance and ex-
clusion, and restricting movement. Several of these operations are accom-
plished in the everyday discourses that I call the talk of crime. The everyday
narratives, commentaries, conversations, and jokes that have crime and fear
as their subject counteract fear, and the experiences of being a victim ofcrime,
and simultaneously make fear circulate and proliferate. The talk of crime
promotes a symbolic reorganization of a world disrupted both by the in-
crease in crime and by a series of processes that have profoundly affected
Brazilian society in the last few decades. These processes include political
democratization and persistent high inflation, economic recession, and the
exhaustion of a model of development based on nationalism, import sub-
stitution, protectionism, and state-sponsored economic development. Crime
offers the imagery with which to express feelings of loss and social decay
generated by these other processes and to legitimate the reaction adopted
by many residents: private security to ensure isolation, enclosure, and dis-
tancing from those considered dangerous.
Ihe talk of crime works its symbolic reordering of the world by elabo-
rating prejudices and creating categories that naturalize some groups as dan-
gerousJIt simplistically divides the world into good and evil and criminal-
izes certain social categories. This symbolic criminalization is a widespread
and dominant social process reproduced even by its victims (the poor, for
example), although in ambiguous ways. Indeed, the universe of crime (or
of transgression or of accusations of misbehavior) offers a fertile context in
which stereotypes circulate and social discrimination is shaped, not only in
Sao Paulo but everywhere. This universe of crime and fear is obviously not
the only one generating discrimination in contemporary societies. But it is
especially important because it stimulates th~ de~~lopm_en_t of two novel
modes of discrimination: the privatization of security and the seclusion of
some social groups in fortified and private enclaves. Both processes are
changing concepts ofthe public and of public spacethat used to be domi-
nant in Western societies until very recently.
The privatization of security challenges the state's monopoly of the le-
gitimate use of force, which has been considered a defining characteristic of
modern nation-states (see Weber 1968:54-56;Tilly 1975; Elias 1994 [1939]).
) In recent decades, securi~y has become a service bought and sold on the mar-
I ket, fuehng a very profitable mdustry.IBy the mid-1990s, the number of
I,
I
I
I
I
I
I
guards employed in private security outnumbered police officers three to
one in the United States and two to one in Britain and Canada (US. House
1993:97,135; Bayley and Shearing 1996:587). Citizens of these and many
other countries increasingly depend on private security not only for pro-
tection from crime but also for identification, screening, surveillance, and
isolation of undesired people, exactly those whose stereotypes are elaborated
in the talk of crime.
In Sao Paulo, the privatization of security is escalating, but security guards
do not yet outnumber police officers. Nevertheless, the trend acquires a per-
verse and worrisome characteristic in the context of the distrust of the in-
stitutions of order: the police forces and the justice system. Even under de-
mocratic rule, the police in Brazil frequently act outside the boundaries of
the law, abusing, torturing, and executing suspects, and the justice system
is considered ineffective by the population. As a result, an increasing num-
ber of residents of Sao Paulo are opting for types of private security and
even private justice (through either vigilantism or extralegal police actions)
that are mostly unregulated and often explicitly illegal. Frequently these
privatized services infringe on, and even violate, the rights of citizens. Yet
these violations are tolerated by a population that often considers some cit-
izenship rights unimportant and even reprehensible, as evidenced in the at-
tack on human rights that I analyze in later chapters.
This widespread violation of citizenship rights indicates the limits of de-
mocratic consolidation and of the rule of law in Brazil. The universe of crime
not only reveals a widespread disrespect for rights and lives but also directly
delegitimates citizenship. This disrespect for individual rights and justice rep-
resents the main challenge to the expansion of Brazilian democracy beyond
the political system, where it has been consolidated in recent decades.
Moreover, the privatization of security equally presents a challenge for con-
solidated and traditional democracies such as the United States, as their cit-
izens increasingly choose private policing and private enclaves and, by do-
i~~ithout public services and authorities, delegitimate them.
The new pattern of urban segregation based on the creation of fortified
enclaves represents the complementary side of the privatization of security
<and transformation of notions of the public in contemporary cities. Although
segregation has always been common in cities, its instruments and rules have
changed over time. They have also obviously varied in different cities, help-
ing to shape each one's particular identity. However, it is possible to iden-
tify patterns of spatial organization and segregation and their instruments
that constitute repe'rtoires from which the most diverse cities borrow. Ex-
amples of widely used models include the Law!; of the Indies,! corridor
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streets,  Haussmann boulevards, the Garden City; and the ClAM (Congres
Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne) modernist city. The fortified en-
cl~ves tra~sfor~ingcities such as Sao Paulo exemplify a new way of orga-
ntZIng socIal dIfferences in urban space. It is a model that segregates mid-
dle and upper classes around the world. It generates another type of public
space and of interaction among citizens. This new model does not use to-
tally new instruments in either its design or its location. Walls are old in-
deed, various design features are modernist, and the enclaves are usually
located in the suburbs, where the middle classes have isolated themselves
.for decades. However, the new model of segregation separates social groups
with an explicitness that transforms the quality of public space.
Fortified enclaves are privatized, enclosed, and monitored spaces for res-
idence, consumption, leisure, and work. They can be shopping malls, office
complexes, or residential gated communities. They appeal to those who fear
the social heterogeneity ofolder urban quarters and choose to abandon those
spaces to the poor, the "marginal," and the homeless. Because access to en-
claves is privately controlled, even if they have collective and semipublic
uses, they deeply affect the character of public space. In fact, they create a
space.that contradicts the ideals of openness, heterogeneity, accessibility, and
equality that helped to shape both modern public spaces and modern demo-
cracies.!:rivatization, enclosures, policing of boundaries, and distancing de-
VIces create a public space fragmented and articulated in terms of rigid sep-
arations and high-tech security: a space in which inequality is an organizing
value.Jn the new type of public space, differences are not to be overlooked,
taken as irrelevant, or left unattended. Neither are they to be disguised to
sustain ideologies of universal equality or of peaceful cultural pluralism.
The new urban environment that enforces and values inequalities and sep-
arations is an undemocratic and nonmodern public space. That this type of
space often emerges at the moment when a society undergoes political de-
I~ocr~tiz~ti~n, the end of a racist regime, or social and ethnic heteroge-
~l~atlOn IndICates the complexity of the links between urban forms and po-
lItIcal forms. Moreover, it indicates that the built environment may be the
arena in which democratization, social equalization, and expansion of citi-
zenship rights are contested. Therefore, this book explores how social in-
equality is reproduced in contemporary cities and how this reproduction
intersects with processes that, in theory, should eliminate discrimination
and authoritarianism. However, the fact that private and fortified enclaves
are as much a feature of Los Angeles and Orange County as of Sao Paulo
and Johannesburg should prevent us from classifying the new model as a
characteristic of postcolonial societies. The new model seems to have spread
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widely. The challenges it poses to democracy and citizenship are not re-
stricted to newly democratized societies.
II
This book is about Sao Paulo, the city where I grew up, spent most of my
life, have done anthropological fieldwork since the late 1970s, and worked
as a researcher and professor for fifteen years. Its first version was written
in California, where I did my doctoral studies in anthropology and now work
as a professor. I wrote it in Los Angeles and in La Jolla, and I started to re-
vise it during my commute between La Jolla and Irvine, in the heart of
Southern California. I finished the revisions in New York City and back in
Sao Paulo, where I spend about three months every year. My thinking about
violence, urban public life, and spatial segregation is marked by my experi-
ences as a resident of these cities, and especially by the struggles and ten-
sions provoked by the confluence of these different experiences and the
knowledge they generate. Displacement is at the heart of this book, both as
lived experience and as epistemological and critical device.
The struggle over language is probably one of the most frustrating parts
of this displacement. I am a native speaker of Portuguese, the language in
which I studied up to my master's degree, wrote my first book, and con-
ducted the research for this one. Yet I wrote this book in English. In writ-
ing it I faced daily the realization that, more than my words, my thinking
was shaped in a certain style and in a certain language. When I write, I can
hear the repetitive and eventually exasperated complaint of one of my copy-
editors: "What is the subject? Do not write in the passive voice! Can't you
learn itl" Useless to explain that a sophisticated academic style in Portuguese
is frequently structured in the passive voice and often with an ambiguous
subject; pointless to come up with an interpretation of the meaning of the
different grammar choices in each academic style. I was no longer writing
in that most taken-for-granted language and was no longer allowed the free-
dom and the security of unconscious constructions. But, obviously, the ques-
tion was not of words and grammar alone: it was epistemological and
methodological. Anthropology and social theory have what one might call
an "international style," that is, a corpus of theory, method, and literature
shared by practitioners worldwide. Although this corpus offered me a ref-
erence point as I went back and forth between Brazil and the United States,
I became acutely aware that academic questions have strong local and na-
tional biases and that the discipline is, in fact, plural: there are anthropolo-
gies, not anthropology. What American academic discussions emphasize as
 


	13. III
relevant and exciting  is not often among the central concerns of my Brazil-
ian colleagues, and vice versa. At a certain point, the perception of the local
framing of questions was so acute that I considered writing two books, or
at least two introductions, one for each audience, in Portuguese and English,
each addressing different questions. I concluded, however, that this approach
also was an impossibility, since my thinking and my perception had already
been transformed and shaped by my simultaneous immersion in both con-
texts and could be squeezed into one or the other mold only artificially and
with some loss. My languages, my writing, my thinking, my critiques all
had acquired a peculiar identity. I came to realize that as my English has an
accent, so does my anthropology; it persists no matter from what perspec-
tive I look at it or in which language I write it.
And Polo said: "Every time I describe a city I am saying something
about Venice.... To distinguish the other cities' qualities, I must
speak of a first city that remains implicit. For me it is Venice."
!talo Calvina, Invisible Cities
Had I written this book in Portuguese for my Brazilian colleagues, as I did
my first book (Caldeira 1984), it would add to the list of studies by anthro-
pologists about their own society, the norm in Brazil and in many of the so-
called "national anthropologies" (in contrast to the "imperial" ones).2 But
I wrote this book in English, and I was thinking of my American colleagues
in addition to my Brazilian ones. This does not automatically make it a work
in the "Euro-American style," however, since I continue to be a "native"
investigating my own society and did not experience any of the estrange-
ments and oddities of traveling abroad to do fieldwork. Otherness was defini-
tively not an issue framing my research methodologically, although it was
certainly one of its central themes.3 To talk about my fieldwork among fel-
low citizens in Brazil as an "encounter with the other" or to invert things
and conceive of my experience in graduate school in the United States and
of what I learned there as "other" would require some rhetorical and sym-
bolic acrobatics I find little sense in undertaking. In this study, there is no
otherness, in the sense that there is no fixed other; there is no position of
exteriority, as there are also neither stable identities nor fixed locations. There
are only dislocations.
At a certain point in halo Calvino's Invisible Cities, Marco Polo declares
that he has told the Great Khan about all the cities he knows. Then the Great
Khan asks him about Venice, the only city Polo has never talked about. He
smiles: "What else do you believe I have been talking to you about?" To the
Great Khan's argument that he should have made his model explicit in his
descriptions, Polo replies: "Memory's images, once they are fixed in words,
are erased.... Perhaps I am afraid of losing Venice all at once, if I speak of
it. Or perhaps, speaking of other cities, I have already lost it, little by little"
(Calvino 1974:86).
Anthropologists of the "Euro-American style" usually proceed like
Marco Polo: they describe the foreign cities they have visited to people who
have never been there, without talking about their own societies and cul-
tures. Like Marco Polo, they frequently make invisible comparisons to their
own cultures, the constant hidden references in relation to which the un-
known culture can be described as different. For classic anthropologists and
Marco Polo alike, this procedure guarantees that their own cultures and cities
remain untouched-preserved, perhaps-by their analysis. Like Marco
Polo, classic anthropologists transform into method the silence about their
own society and the selection of all other cultures around the world as the
object of their detailed descriptions and analyses.4
Marco Polo's position, however, is not accessible to all.lt requires an em-
pire of cities to be described, an emperor eager to know about them, and a
nostalgic describer interested in maintaining the image of his or her native
city intact. For colonial, postcolonial, and "national" ethnographers, silence
about one's native city is often neither a possibility nor a choice. Usually,
they do not go abroad because they have neither resources for nor interest
in doing so. Instead, they are interested in their own societies and, more im-
portant, in their own nations. In contrast to the anthropologies marked by
the constitution of empires, peripheral anthropologies are frequently asso-
ciated with processes of nation-building and therefore are concerned with
the internal predicaments of their own societies.
Nation-building engages anthropologists in paradoxical ways. One di-
mension of this engagement is the role of the intellectual. In Brazil, as in
other postcolonial countries, intellectuals have a prominent role in public
life. They think of themselves first as public intellectuals, working to
influence public debates, and only second as academics.s As a consequence,
many Brazilian anthropologists study what is politically relevant to them.
Moreover, most public intellectuals (including anthropologists) conceive of
their work as a civic responsibility. This view shapes their relationships with
their fellow citizens and with the subjects of their research. When public
intellectuals study their own cities, they tend to write as citizens, not as de-
tached observers. This means that they talk not only to fellow intellectuals
but to the broadest public they can reach. It also means that even when they
7
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write in a scientific and authoritative tone, and in spite of all the inherent
powers of a professional and social elite, their view of their society is more
liable to contestation both by other social analysts and by fellow citizens.
Theirs is only one perspective in a public debate, although it is usually a
powerful one. Their position is thus different from that of specialists in for-
eign cultures talking to an academic audience in a debate among specialists
about distant places.
When I write about Sao Paulo in Portuguese for a Brazilian audience,
then, I write as a public intellectual and as a citizen, and therefore I approach
the city in a certain way. The cities of which we are citizens are cities in which
we want to intervene, build, reform, criticize, and transform.6 We cannot
leave them untouched, implicit, unspoken about. Maintaining the imagery
of one's city untouched is incompatible with a study (or a project) of social
transformation. The cities that remain crystallized in images we are afraid
of touching are not cities we inhabit as citizens but cities of nostalgia, cities
we dream about. The cities (societies, cultures) we live in are, like ourselves,
continuously changing. They are cities to make sense of, to question, to
change. They are cities we engage with.
My engagement with Sao Paulo as one of its citizens-which marks any-
thing I write about it in Portuguese for the Brazilian public-is significantly
displaced, however, when I write in English. The position of the public intel-
lectual writing as a citizen concerned with the predicaments of her society is
not available to me in American academia. Because the role of intellectuals
in the United States does not include the same public perspectives, this type
of engagement is not available to other American anthropologists either. In
American academia, one's concerns as a citizen are frequently divorced from
one's subjects of study, in spite of all the efforts of feminists and minority
scholars to unite the two. From the Brazilian concept of public intellectuals,
I retain the critical intention. However, writing in English, I lose the public
space for engaging in debates with the other citizens of the city. And although
I still translate and publish the same works in Portuguese, an undisguisable
American accent changes the way in which I am read in Brazil, too.
IV
As "national anthropologists" study their own societies almost exclusively,
they can work with the "international style," and its methodological re-
quirements of otherness and comparison, only in problematic ways. The po-
sition of researchers trying to be strangers to their own culture is intrinsi-
cally dubious. Yet the imperative of otherness has been maintained fairly
uncritically as a methodological device in national anthropologies, even when
it cannot be effectively practiced.7 This paradox exposes two types of power
relations framing the practice of national anthropologies such as the Brazil-
ian. On the one hand, the fact that national anthropologists study "them-
selves" and not "others," and yet insist on the construction of otherness
without criticizing it, indicates the power of the international style in shap-
ing the discipline on the periphery. On the other hand, the fact that national
anthropologists have long been successfully investigating their own soci-
eties and cultures reveals that otherness is less an immutable requirement
of method than an effect of power.
Intellectual historians (Correa 1982; Martins 1987; Miceli 1979; Peirano
1980) have shown that Brazilian intellectuals, including anthropologists,
have usually engaged in nation-building by studying various subaltern so-
cial groups who, at different moments, present challenges for the nation.
Often claiming to constitute a vanguard, intellectuals identified the Brazil-
ian other to be known (and brought to modernity) as the poor, the black,
the Indian, the members of ethnic minoritics, and the working-class orga-
nizers of social movements-in short, those whose membership in the mod-
ern nation might be problematic. As "national intellectuals" are usually
members of a social elite, it is evident that thc "self" about which these stud-
ies frequently keep silent is the elite, secure in its position of leadership.8
Otherness becomes again a matter of power relations, but in this case the
relations are internal to the society of anthropologists.
In contrast with this tendency to a certain kind of silence in national an-
thropology (as well as in international anthropologies), I assumc that my
data and knowledge are produced interactively-in relationships framed by
the social positions of those involved. In Brazil, my middle-class and acad-
emic position framed my relationships with people of all the social groups
I studied. It framed the detailed answers of working-class people who felt
obliged to attend to my requests for interviews and who talked about crime
in their neighborhoods even when their fear and insecurity justified refusal
and silence. Refusals increased as I talked with people farther up the social
hierarchy, who felt confident in saying no to a middle-class person. Inter-
views with upper-class people were hard to obtain and required introduc-
tions.9 Thus my position equally framed the silence of upper-class people
and their frequent dismissal of some of the questions that all working-class
people answered: elites assumed I shared their own views and knowledges,
and answered my requests for further explanations with "You know what
I mean!" Finally, my social position shaped my interactions with politicians
and businessmen, who gave me the attention a university professor com-
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Although I engaged  with Sao Paulo's problems as a citizen and produced
the most comprehensive study Icould of the city's current violence and spa-
tial segregation, my intent is not to highlight its unique and national char-
acter. Rather, it is to understand and criticize processes of social transfor-
mation and segregation that Sao Paulo exemplifies. This book is about Sao
Paulo, then, but it is also about Los Angeles, Miami, and many other met-
ropolitan regions that are adopting walls, separations, and the policing of
boundaries as ways of organizing differences in urban space. These regions
are obviously different, but difference does not preclude their use of simi-
lar instruments and common repertoires. The combination of fear of vio-
lence, reproduction of prejudices, contestation of rights, social discrimina-
mands even when they strongly disagreed with me on matters such as hu-
man rights.
My research for this book contrasts with the national style in another
important way: it is comparative. IfEuro-American anthropologies tend to
avoid the national self, national anthropologies tend to focus too much on
their own nation. Instead of becoming internationalized, they become
parochial. National anthropologists read broadly and are well-trained in
all international discourses, which they absorb and transform as they look
at their own societies. Although they thereby look to the center, they rarely
look to the side to make comparisons or to conduct research in other soci-
eties. Thus, Brazilian anthropologists do not write or teach about other
countries, even about their neighbors in Latin America. This localism
significantly narrows the scope of their discussions.lO As a result, their re-
search tends to emphasize uniqueness. Moreover, localism prevents Brazil-
ian anthropologists (and other national anthropologists) from establishing
a critical dialogue with the international literature and the production of
the knowledge they consume. This isolation helps to maintain the inter-
national style in a form unmodified by local anthropologies. In fact, the
strong epistemological critique generated by recent American anthropol-
ogy has not changed the relationship between national anthropologies and
the international ones, even if it has changed the individual relationships
of some international anthropologists with the people they study. Rather,
international anthropologies still tend to treat national anthropologies as
native information, as data, and do not accord it a status equivalent to that
of the knowledge produced in the international style and published in the
internationallanguages.ll
VI
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Introduction
tion, and creation of new urban forms to keep social groups apart certainly
have specific and perverse characteristics in Sao Paulo, but they are mani-
festations of processes of social change taking place in many cities. There-
fore, the comparison with Los Angeles has theoretical interest and furthers
our understanding of widespread processes of spatial segregation. Moreover,
comparison keeps me in check, forcing me to relativize Sao Paulo's unique-
ness and to frame its analysis in terms that make sense to those studying
other cities. As I write about Sao Paulo while living in Southern California
and thinking of Los Angeles, and also while living in Sao Paulo and think-
ing about Los Angeles, Sao Paulo does not become "the other" or strange
to me. Yet it is certainly not the same as if I had never left. Because of this
displacement, my Brazilian colleagues may think that I end up doing what
Marco Polo feared: losing Sao Paulo as I speak about other cities. But I think
not. Sao Paulo already changed for me when I studied its periphery, and it
continues to change as I study it in new ways.
My research, conducted in Sao Paulo from 1988 to the present, relies on a
combination of methodologies and types of data. Participant observation,
usually considered as the method par excellence of an ethnographic study,
was not often viable for this study, for a number of interconnected reasons.
First, violence and crime are difficult, if not impossible, to study through
participant observation. Second, the unit of analysis for the study of spatial
segregation had to be the metropolitan region of Sao Paulo. An urban area
of sixteen million inhabitants cannot be studied with methods designed for
the study of villages. I could have studied neighborhoods, as anthropolo-
gists have frequently done in cities and as I have done in earlier research on
the city's periphery. However, I was primarily interested not in the ethnog-
raphy of different areas of the city but in the ethnographic analysis of ex-
periences of violence and segregation, and those could not be studied equally
in different neighborhoods. Whereas working-class neighborhoods still
have a public life and are relatively open to observation and participation,
in middle- and upper-class residential neighborhoods social life is interior-
ized and privatized, and there is little public life. Because observers in these
neighborhoods are suspect and become targets of the private security ser-
vices, participant observation is not viable there. To rely on participant ob-
servation in poor areas and on other methods on the rich areas would mean
to "primitivize" the working classes and disregard the relationships between
class and public space. Finally, because I was interested in a process of social
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change  that could be only marginally captured through direct observation,
I had to use other types of information.
It was necessary, then, to use a combination of methods and types ofdata,
bringing to my anthropology the perspectives of the other social sciences.
To understand violent crime in contemporary Sao Paulo, I analyzed crime
statistics. To evaluate these, I had to study the history of the civil and mil-
itary police forces and uncover how their practice is entangled with the re-
production of violence. To understand changes in patterns of spatial segre-
gation, I reconstructed the urbanization of Sao Paulo using demographic and
socioeconomic indicators produced by different state agencies and academic
institutions. To understand the new style of closed collective residences, I
analyzed real estate advertisements in newspapers.
Although these and other methods and sources of data provided infor-
mation about broad processes of change, they could not tell me much about
how Paulistanos were living out these processes. For that understanding, I
relied on open-ended interviews with residents. I also used newspapers as
a source of public debates on human rights and capital punishment. Finally,
I interviewed public authorities, human rights activists, journalists, and
people involved in the provision of security either in private enterprises or
in fortified enclaves. I also draw on my own experiences and memories as a
resident of Sao Paulo to discuss some of its transformations. Most of the in-
terviews were conducted in the years 1989 to 1991. In chapter I I discuss
the specificity of this period in Brazilian history.
I conceived this research as a cross-class investigation of experiences of
fear and crime and their relations with processes ofsocial change. This cross-
class perspective is central to my research for three interconnected reasons:
because this is a study of social and spatial segregation; because social in-
equalities are acute in Sao Paulo; and because violence is a widespread phe-
nomenon that both cuts across class lines and emphasizes class differences.
To focus on only one social group or on one area of the city would limit se-
verely the understanding of phenomena that fundamentally affect the re-
lationships between groups and the ways in which the spaces and the pos-
sibilities of interactions between people from different social classes are
structured in the city. Moreover, to capture the diversity of experiences of
violence and crime and understand how associated measures of protection
help to reproduce socialinequality and spatial segregation, I needed to in-
vestigate them in different social contexts.
Although I could have conducted interviews all around the metropoli-
tan region, I decided to concentrate on three areas of the city occupied by
people from different social classes. To conduct interviews that would re-
veal in-depth information about experiences of fear and violence, and es-
pecially to be able to interpret them, I needed to observe people's everyday
lives and the spaces in which they lived. This was more easily done by con-
centrating my interviews in a few areas of the city, which I came to know
well. This study is not, however, an ethnography of these areas. It is rather
an ethnographic analysis of experiences of violence, the reproduction of so-
cial inequality, and spatial segregation as expressed in some areas and by
the residents of Sao Paulo who live there.
The first area in which I did research was the poor working-class pe-
riphery, created through"autoconstruction." This is the process through
which workers build their own houses in precarious neighborhoods distant
from the center of the city (see chapter 6). Workers thus simultaneously
become property owners, urbanize the outskirts of the metropolitan region,
and are politicized. In demanding their "rights to the city," the new home-
owners of the periphery have affirmed their citizenship rights and orga-
nized most of the social movements of the 1970S and 1980s, contributing
to the political changes that led to the overthrow of military rule and to de-
mocratization. Most of my research on the periphery was conducted in
Jardim das Camelias, in the eastern district of Sao Miguel Paulista. I have
been doing research and following the organization of social movements in
this area since 1978 (Caldeira 1984). Because of my familiarity with the area,
I draw on observations and interviews with its residents from earlier stud-
ies, although for this research I conducted new interviews about violence.
Moreover, I use interviews and observations from other neighborhoods in
the periphery of Sao Paulo during the years 1981 through 1983, when the
concern about crime started to increase. These interviews were part of a re-
search project on the expansion of the periphery and the political mobi-
lization of its inhabitants, in which we paid special attention not only to the
process of democratization but also to the problems shaping everyday life
on the periphery.12
The second area in which I did fieldwork was Mooca, a lower-middle-class
neighborhood close to downtown. MODca became an important part of Sao
Paulo at the beginning of the twentieth century, when it was one of the first
areas to be industrialized. However, it is no longer an important industrial
area. Although its landscape is still marked by decaying warehouses and in-
dustrial buildings, most of the traditional textile and food factories have
closed down. MODca's deindustrialization began in the 1950S, when new in-
dustries were placed in other municipalities or on the periphery. The in-
dustrial workers who settled in MODca around 1900 were European migrants:
mostly Italians, but also Spanish, Portuguese, and eastern Europeans. Most
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of their children  never became industrial workers but instead took jobs in
commerce and service. By the 1960s, MODca had become a lower-middle-
class neighborhood. The deindustrialization of the area was accompanied by
a displacement of residents who rose socially and moved to other parts of
the city. This out-migration, which has continued for four decades, reduced
the local population. Currently, although MODca still retains its warehouses
and factories and many ofits old working-class houses, and although its pop-
ulation still cultivates an Italian accent and ethnic identity, two new and con-
tradictory processes are reshaping the neighborhood. On the one hand, many
old and large houses have been transformed into corti~os, a type of tene-
ment occupied by workers who cannot afford to own a home, even through
autoconstruction. On the other hand, the construction of a subway line has
led to reurbanization and gentrification. The construction ofluxurious apart-
ment buildings, mansions, and a more sophisticated commerce cater to a
richer part of the population that prefers not to move out and to wealthier
residents from other neighborhoods who are moving in. All these processes
have produced a social heterogeneity and a social tension previously un-
known in the neighborhood. This tension is clearly expressed in the talk of
crime.13
Finally, I did research in upper- and upper-middle-class neighborhoods
in the western part of town, specifically in Morumbi and Alto de Pinheiros.
Until the 1970S these were areas with a small population, many green ar-
eas, and immense houses on large lots. After the mid-1970S, they were trans-
formed by the construction of high-rise apartments, many built on the model
of the closed condominium. Morumbi represents most clearly the new pat-
tern of urban expansion that I describe in chapters 6 and 7. Today rich people
who used to live in traditional central neighborhoods move to Morumbi to
live in fortified enclaves. Morumbi is also more socially heterogeneous than
those traditional areas because the rich enclaves are adjacent to some of the
largest favelas (shanty towns) of the city, where its poorest residents live.
As a consequence, Morumbi expresses most clearly the city's new pattern
of spatial segregation. Alto de Pinheiros pioneered the construction ofclosed
condominiums in the 1970s, but the pace of construction was slower, and
today it has fewer favelas than Morumbi.
I conducted all interviews on condition of anonymity. In marked con-
trast to other research projects I have done, in which residents were eager
to talk to me and to see their words and ideas in printed form, in this pro-
ject I faced resistance and reluctance toward discussing crime and violence.
Many times people initially asked me not to tape-record the interviews, al-
though they always gave me permission to take notes. In most cases they
I
I
Intraduction
eventually gave me permission to record as well. When people fear the in-
stitutions of order, and when they feel that their rights are not guaranteed
by the justice system, this reaction is understandable. I decided not to use
fictitious names to identify the interviewees: since I cannot acknowledge
their real names, I prefer to omit names altogether as a sign of the fear in
which they live. This rule of anonymity does not apply to state officials,
members of human rights groups, journalists, and private security busi-
nesspeople, who talked to me in their capacity as public figures and in full
knowledge that I could make their statements public.
VII
This book is divided into four parts. Part 1 focuses on the talk of crime. In
chapter I, I analyze the structure of narratives of crime and the way in which
they symbolically reorder a world disrupted by experiences of crime. I also
give an overview of Brazilian politicat sociat and economic transformations
in the 1980s and 1990S. Chapter 2 focuses on some of the specific themes
articulated by the talk of crime: the economic crisis of the 1980s and 1990S,
the end of the era of progress and social mobility, the images of the crimi-
nal and of the spaces of crime, and conceptions of the spread of evil and its
control by strong authorities and institutions.
Part 2 deals with crime and the institutions of order. In chapter J, I ana-
lyze statistics of crime to demonstrate the significance of violent crime af-
ter the mid-1980s. Chapter 4 traces the history of the Brazilian police forces
and shows their routine abuse of the population, especially of those in sub-
servient social positions. Chapter 5 continues the analysis of police abuse,
demonstrating how it escalated during the transition to and consolidation
of democratic rule in the early 1980s. These abuses arc associated with the
population's distrust of the justice system and their adoption of private and
violent measures of security (which help to boost a private industry of se-
curity). Moreover, this association has contributed to persistent violence and
to the erosion of the rule of law. The abuses by the police, the difficulties of
police reform, the discrediting of the justice system, and the privatization
of security generate what I call a cycle of violence. This cycle constitutes the
main challenge to the consolidation of democracy in Brazilian society.
Part 3 analyzes the new pattern of urban segregation. It indicates how
discourses and strategies of protection intertwine with urban transforma-
tions to create a new model of segregation based on enclosures and a new
type of public spac~. Chapter 6 presents the history of Sao Paulo's urban-
ization during the twentieth century and its three patterns of spatial seg-
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regation, with special  attention to recent transformations. Chapter 7 focuses
on the fortified enclaves that constitute the core of the new mode of segre-
gation. I explore especially its residential version, the closed condominiums.
I also show the difficulties of organizing social life within its walls and
demonstrate that an aesthetic of security has become dominant in the city
in the last twenty years. Chapter 8 analyzes the changes in public space and
in the quality of public life that occur in a city of walls. The new pattern of
spatial segregation undermines the values of openness, accessibility, free-
dom of circulation, and equality that inspired the modern type of urban pub-
lic space and creates instead a new public space that has inequality, separa-
tion, and control of boundaries as organizing values. I use the comparable
case of Los Angeles to demonstrate that the pattern of segregation inspired
by these values is widespread.
Part 4 has one chapter, in which 1 focus on a crucial aspect of the dis-
junction of Brazilian democracy: the association of violence, disrespect for
civil rights, and a conception of the body that I call the unbounded body. I
ground my arguments on the analysis of two issues that surfaced after the
beginning of democratic rule in the early 1980s: a widespread opposition to
defenders of human rights and a campaign for the inclusion of the death
penalty in the Brazilian constitution. In these debates, a dominant theme is
the limit (or lack of limit) to violent intervention in the criminal's body. I
show that notions of individual rights are associated with conceptions of the
body and indicate that in Brazil there is a great toleration for manipulating
the body, even violently. On the basis of this association, I argue that this
toleration of intervention, the proliferation of violence, and the delegiti-
mation of justice and civil rights are intrinsically connected.
PART 1
The Talk of Crime
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Talking of  Crime
and Ordering the World
As violent crime has increased in Sao Paulo in the past fifteen years, so has
the fear of crime. Everyday life and the city have changed because of crime
and fear, and this change is reflected in daily conversation. Fear and violence,
difficult things to make sense of, cause discourse to proliferate and circu-
late. The talk of crime-that is, everyday conversations, commentaries, dis-
cussions, narratives, and jokes that have crime and fear as their subject-is
contagious. Once one case is described, many others are likely to follow. The
talk of crime is also fragmentary and repetitive. It breaks into many ex-
changes, punctuating them, and repeats the same history, or variations of
it, commonly using only a few narrative devices. In spite of the repetition,
people are never bored. Rather, they seem compelled to keep talking about
crime, as if the endless analysis of cases could help them cope with their
perplexing experiences or the arbitrary and unusual nature of violence. The
repetition of histories, however, only serves to reinforce people's feelings of
danger, insecurity, and turmoil. Thus the talk of crime feeds a circle in which
fear is both dealt with and reproduced, and violence is both counteracted
and magnified.
It is in such everyday exchanges that opinions are formed and percep-
tions shaped: that is, the talk of crime is not only expressive but produc-
tive. Narratives, says de Certeau, go ahead of "social practices in order to
open a field for them" (1984:125). This is especially true of crime stories.
The fear and the talk of crime not only produce certain types of interpre-
tations and explanations (usually simplistic and stereotypical); they also
organize the urban landscape and public space, shaping the scenario for so-
cial interactions, which acquire new meanings in a city becoming progres-
sively walled. Talk and fear organize everyday strategies of protection and
'9
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reaction that restrict people's movements and shrink their universe of in-
teractions. Moreover, the talk of crime exacerbates violence by legitimat-
ing private or illegal reactions-such as hiring guards or supporting death
squads and vigilantism-when institutions of order seem to fail.
In this chapter I analyze a particular narrative of crime shared with me
in an interview. As with everyday conversation, the interviews, conducted
in moments of intense preoccupation with crime, were frequently punctu-
ated by the retelling of crime stories. Although I was interested in the sto-
ries, I rarely had to solicit them: they emerged spontaneously in the mid-
dle of conversations, particularly in discussions about the city and its
transformations and about the economic crisis. I look at how a narrative of
crime replicates the experience of violence and how, by doing this, it reor-
ganizes and resignifies not only the individual experience but also the so-
cial context in which it occurs. Narration, says de Certeau, is an art of speak-
ing which is "itself an art of operating and an art of thinking" (198477).
Narratives ofcrime are a specific type of narrative that bestow a specific type
of knowledge. They attempt to establish order in a universe that seems to
have lost coherence. Amid the chaotic feelings associated with the spread of
random violence in city space, these narratives attempt to reestablish order
and meaning. Contrary to the experience of crime, which disrupts meaning
and disorders the world, the talk of crime symbolically reorders it by try-
ing to reestablish a static picture of the world. This symbolic reordering is
expressed in very simplistic terms, relying on the creation of clear-cut op-
positional categories, the most important of which are good and evil. Like
other everyday practices ofdealing with violence, crime stories try to recre-
ate a stable map for a world that has been shaken. These narratives and prac-
tices impose partitions, build up walls, delineate and enclose spaces, estab-
lish distances, segregate, differentiate, impose prohibitions, multiply rules
of avoidance and exclusion, and restrict movements. In short, they simplify
and enclose the world. Narratives of crime elaborate prejudices and try to
eliminate ambiguities.
Crime narratives cut through and connect the most diverse themes. I
deal throughout the study with the most important of these: economic cri-
sis, inflation, poverty, the failure of the institutions of order, city transfor-
mations, citizenship, and human rights. In this chapter I focus on how nar-
ratives of crime are structured and how they operate, and I discuss the
relationship between violence and narration. I also offer an overview of po-
liticaL social, and economic transformations in Brazil during the 1980s and
1990S.
I
i
f
J
f
I
!
CRIME AS A DISORGANIZING
EXPERIENCE AND AN ORGANIZING SYMBOL
The narrative that follows was told to me in 1989 by a woman whose par-
ents migrated from Italy to Brazil in 1924.They settled in MODca, at that time
an industrial neighborhood inhabited mainly by European immigrants, and
opened a tailor's shop. The woman was born and spent her whole life in
MODca, witnessing its various transformations, whereas some of her siblings
have left for "better places," as she put it. She is a housewife and was an el-
ementary school teacher before she married. When I interviewed her, she was
in her late fifties.' Her husband is a real-estate agent and her son a dentist.
I chose this narrative for two reasons. First, it synthesizes various themes
that appear in the other interviews in more dispersed, and sometimes more
inarticulate, ways. Second, it is one of the most dramatic narratives of crime
that I collected, one that justified changes in her family and everyday life.
The discussion of these crimes lasted for two-thirds of our interview. I did
not ask her about the crimes: the comments came out as she described the
changes MoDca had undergone during her lifetime. Iquote extensively from
this interview because I want to convey the ways in which the narrative is
organized and the talk of crime weaves into its logic highly divergent themes.
I quote a few parts of the narrative, with some elisions either because of
repetition or because of a change of subject (she talked, for example, about
changes in the Catholic church, the history of her family in the neighbor-
hood and their migration, her trips to Italy, her family's attachment to mu-
sic, her son's achievements, her support for an authoritarian government,
and her views of radio and television programs). The bracketed phrases, sum-
marizing or explaining parts of the narrative, ~re my own interpolations.
My own questions during the interview are set on their own lines. I use
these conventions for quotations throughout the book. Each quote has a
number: the first digit identifies the chapter and the second the quote. All
translations from Portuguese are my own.
1.1
MODca has had a lot of progress. The best thing in the neighborhood
is progress. It has had progress in schools, progress in houses. The
most beautiful houses used to be on Avenida Paes de Barros; they
were called palacete.2 [Paes de Barros is the street on which she lives.]
The street was residential; today it is commercial. The change started
about fifteen years ago. Only chic people used to live on Paes de
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Barros. Moaca's elite today lives in the new neighborhood, Juventus.
The neighborhood has had a lot of progress. It has new hospitals, the
Joao XXIII, the Sao Cristavao. There is also the university. The Sao
Judas University started on Clark Street: it was a large shed....
I have my roots here, Iwas born here, Ihave friendships here in the
neighborhood. What has spoiled Moaca a lot are the favelas.3 The one
in Vila Prudente is a city. It has more than fifty thousand people! ...
There are also a lot of cortir;os.4 There are a lot of cortir;os in Moaca
since the people from the north came. There are three hundred
cortir;os, each one has fifty families with only three toilets-how is it
possible to live like this! What is damaging is this, the poverty. Here
we have the middle class, the rich class, and, far down, the poverty
of the nordestinos.5
The neighborhood became worse since the crowd
from the north started to arrive. . .. This was about fifteen years
ago. Now there are too many of them. Gorgeous houses, beautiful
houses of Moaca were sublet, and today it is impossible to enter
them, they've torn them down. For the last fifteen years Moaca has
been slipping in this respect. Moaca has had a lot of progress, but
it slips back because of the poor population.
But before, were there not poor residents in Mo6ca?
Before, there weren't. We used to go out wearing hats, the teachers
used to wear hats. I used to wear gloves and hats. From when Iwas
fifteen to when Iwas eighteen, I used to go out in the street wearing
a hat. The Prar;a da Se, rua Direita6 ... it was so chic! Today we don't
go there, it's not possible, you know how it is....
[We started discussing what should be done in relation to poverty and
the poor residents.]
They should receive more support from the government. They have
infested everything, they should go back there.7 The government
should give them houses there in the northeast so they wouldn't need
to come here.... Today here in Moaca one cannot even go out of
the house. It has been six years since I've been robbed, and six years
since everything seems to have lost its color. Here in Moaca, there
isn't a person who hasn't been robbed....
[She then spoke of the case of a private guard at the local supermarket
who had been killed a few days ago during an armed robbery. He was a
father of five and had been working there for less than three months.]
t
I
The worst thing in Moaca is that people are afraid. There is too much
crime, too much robbery. It has been more dangerous in the last eight
years. Extremely dangerous. Nobody goes out at night, nobody wears
a necklace, anything.
Who are the criminals?
People who rob are nortista.8 They are all people who live in favelas.
People from the neighborhood and from outside. It doesn't make any
difference if you want to do something. You fill out a police report, but
nothing is solved. When Iwas robbed, Ifilled out the police report, I
had a friend, a lawyer, it didn't make any difference, they haven't found
anything....
Today nobody wants to live in a house because of the lack of security.
I used to live on Came Street, with electronic gate, intercom, a Do-
berman inside the house. One day, at 7 A.M., my husband went out
to go to the garage. A guy came, jumped on the top of him, covered
his face, and stabbed him in the heart. Since that day my husband has
never been healthy any more; he has a heart condition....
[After the robbers attacked her husband, they entered the house and
asked her for money and jewelry, probably knowing that her husband
used to be an occasional jewelry dealer. She immediately gave them
a big box of jewelry: "We gave everything." The robbers started to
direct her and her son to the maid's room in the back of the house,
but on the way she managed to open the dog's kennel. The Doberman
attacked the robbers, who fired a few shots without hurting anybody
and then ran away. I asked her to describe them.]
They had "good face."9 One was short, kind of dark, you could see
he was from the north. The other had a white face, but was certainly
nortista; he should have been from Ceara....
[From her specific case, she returns to considerations about changes
in the neighborhood.]
In Juventus there are gorgeous houses, but all with fences. In the
streets there are guards in guard houses. In Moaca, everybody stays
locked in: the robber stays out, and we are all locked in. And not
even this helps. My house which was robbed had an electronic gate,
an intercom. The robbers entered the neighbor's house-a house
which was also mine and was rented-and jumped over into my
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house and hid in the garage. In Juventus, all houses are closed, but if
you talk with their residents, they're going to tell you about many
robberies. Mooca's residents are sad because of the lack of security.
It's not only Mooca, it's all around Sao Paulo. The schools look like
prisons. Before it was wonderful, the children used to play on the
streets, people would stay at the doors talking, there was more
friendship, people used to visit each other. Today people live in fear
in Mooca. Today, if you ask on the street, each one has a story to
tell: if his house wasn't burglarized, he has had a necklace taken, a
ring, a wallet....
[She recalls a theft of which her sister has just been a victim: she was
walking home from the street market with her purchases when some-
one took her wallet. Many times, she says, people will take your
shopping cart filled with food.]
Mooca is infested.
Ordering the World
family. Todais problem is that one cannot have the privilege of
enjoying the fruits of one's sacrifices.
[She likes the last phrase, tells me to write it down, and repeats it.
Then she continues to talk about her house, which she decided to
sell just after the second robbery.]
Because I sold everything, I lost everything. I sold from one day to
the other, Isold for nothing and on top of that there was the Plano
Cruzado on the day after Isold. When we realized it, the money had
already turned into nothing.
Mooca regresses because of the cortic;os. This migration of people
to here should be stopped, they should give them conditions to stay
there. But people are also lazy. They don't want to know anything
about work. The worst is the favela; bandits are inside the favelas.
They earn little money, but if you enter inside a favela, you see a lot
of televisions, videos, stereos, from where? Everything stolen....
25
[The discussion turned to possible solutions.]
There can be a solution. It should come from the government. The
government should give assistance to the poor. The neighborhood
became ugly with the cortic;os. And the poor are like that, when they
cannot buy the things they need, they rob. It is also the lack of culture.
Mooca has had a lot of progress, has grown a lot, has had progress in
houses, buildings, but it has an amount of cortic;os that never seems to
end. The government should close the exportation, stop this migration
of people from the north. If you knew what my husband says when
he goes by a favela! He is so disgusted. I am too. I've lost my health
since Iwas robbed. I left the house on the same day, Isold everything
there, Ithrew everything away.... My husband, you don't know
what he says. When he sees a cortic;o, a favela, he says that a bottle of
kerosene and a match would solve everything within a minute....
Mooca has had a lot of progress, but has regressed as well. The
cortic;os spoil Mooca's beauty. Today people sell their houses and move
into apartment buildings.
[She explains that the house that had been robbed was a remodeled
one in which her family had invested for years. It had a swimming pool
and a barbecue area.]
We had those things not to be snobbish, but to give comfort to the
I'm going to tell you right away: I'm in favor of the death penalty for
people who deserve it. Here in Mooca we're in favor of the death
penalty. I know that the [Catholic] Church condemns the death
penalty, but, in my opinion, there must be a real punishment for
someone who does wrong. For example, a person who has a two-
hundred- or three-hundred-year prison term, he is not going to have
so many years of life! If it were the death penalty, another person
wouldn't do the same. It's nonsense this story which says that the
wrong person could be punished, that wou'ld be injustice. It would
be an example. People should see the right thing, with consciousness.
People who are sentenced to so many years of prison, how are we
going to support the bum in prison at a cost of four hundred cruzados
a day? In Mooca everybody is in favor of the death penalty....
[At this point her maid enters the living room to serve coffee and
cookies, and the woman asks her if she is in favor of the death penalty.
The maid says she is.]
She is a Pentecostal and she too defends the death penalty; I'm the
sister of a priest, and Idefend it as well. There wouldn't be so many
children on the street, because there are mothers who put children
in the world without thinking, either because of poverty or because
of shamelessness.1O
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[At this point she is talking passionately and comments:]
The more irritated I become, the more beautiful my vocabulary
becomes. When I'm mad Ican speak as well as a lawyer. Formerly, I
used to speak even better, but Ilost the habit. I'm not accustomed to
speaking so much anymore. I'm mad! I've changed so much because
of that robbery! I've lost the desire to do things. Before I was happy-
we were happy and we didn't even knew it. The house was clean,
beautiful, everything in order.
[She starts to tell the story of the robberies again.]
Two months before the robbery, my maid had gone to Minas. One
day, at 4:00 P.M., the house was in order, and Iwas at home dressed
up, feeling very vain, very well dressed, wearing diamond earrings [the
same ones she was wearing during the interview], and the matching
ring that Istill had at that time. I sat down to relax. Sometimes I used
to sit down at the piano. . .. The bell rang. Let me tell you: it was a
young white man, wearing a work coat! If Iget nervous, Ican't speak.
If I listen to a story like that, I'm able to climb a podium and inflame
Sao Paulo. It was a young man of my height, a medium height, around
twenty-two years old, thin, with a blue work coat with the logo of the
Perfumaria Abaete on the pocket, with a pad and a pencil. He called.
me over the intercom and said that he had a delivery to make. Iasked,
"Aren't you mistaken?" He said, "No, it's here." He had a package this
big [she shows the size of a shoe box], well wrapped, with a ribbon
and a card. He asked: isn't this the residence of Jose?l1 Yes, he is my
son, but nobody has bought anything. He got mad, "We work, we're
employees, and people don't want to receive the merchandise," I
thought, "My son is young, maybe it was a fan, a girlfriend." It was my
luck that instead of opening the door through the intercom, Iwent
down the marble staircase. I took the box, it was heavy. Igot the pad
to sign, and then he pulled a gun, this big [she indicates twenty to thirty
centimeters], and he said, "Go up the stairs!" Another guy appeared, a
darker one, with a razor. Istarted to scream. They sat me down, then
pushed me while Iwas kneeling, and threw me into the garage. Igot a
bad knee to this day, a bad kidney.... "I'll give you everything, don't
do anything to me!" But with the scream my neighbor thought that
Maria Jose, who was my maid and a scandalous type, had come back
from Minas and she opened the door. That was my salvation. They
ran away. Exactly two months after, they came back. . .. Istayed two
Ordering the World
months in bed, urinated blood, took an X ray of my knee, had to do
a painful treatment.... I don't go out at night, I don't visit anybody.
Today Ilive in an apartment... , You never get rid of that trauma.
My son is twenty-eight, and the fear my son has! Iwas so happy. I
was happy and I didn't know it. Iwas an active person, I was moving
around all the time, I used to do work for the poor....
In Mooca everybody has fear, and because of that everybody
leaves. The sophisticated population goes away and the nordestinos
keep arriving; we are giVing up space for them....
When Iwas robbed for the second time, I had my brother-in-law,
my husband's brother, in my house. He had been in Brazil seventeen
days. He had a heart attack and died. He had been at my house for
eight days when the robbery happened. He was sleeping. He had
come to rest and to take care of himself. I tell my husband that it
wasn't because of the robbery, but he doesn't think so, he thinks he
was frightened... , One of the robbers had a knife and he held it to
my son's eyes. My son's office is full of bars, closed windows, closed
doors-can one live like this? ...
Nowadays people only meet at funeral services. The circle of
friendship, of fellow countrymen, is fading away. Friendship is getting
distant because of the fear of going out at night. Look what a nice little
sentence! The Mooca that Ionce knew was so different! People could
live, go out without this dreadful feeling. When the population was
smaller, there was more tranquility. The nordestinos infested Mooca,
made Mooca ugly.
Most narratives of crime introduce the episode by stating the exact time
at which it happened. They also always give details about the place, cir-
cumstances, and routine character of what was going on just beforehand,
creating a precise mark of rupture through the elaboration of small details.
They represent an event that had the power to interrupt the uneventful flux
of everyday life, changing its quality for ever-an event that stands out be-
cause of its absurdity and gratuitousness.
This traumatic event divides history into "before" and "after." This or-
derly division makes crime assume exactly the reverse meaning in the nar-
ration that it had in the experience: to be a victim of violent crime is an ex-
tremely disorienting experience. Violent crime imposes a disorder on lived
experience. Life does not go on as it used to. Many people repeated to me,
"You never lose tha't fear." It is a common belief that those who have been
victims of crime hold different views about crime and violence, and even
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about society and the city, from those who have not. Although the inter-
views were not totally conclusive in this regard, they showed very clearly
that the experience of violence always provokes changes. Usually an expe-
rience of violent crime is followed by reactions like enclosing the home, mov-
ing, restricting children's activities, hiring private guards, not going out at
night, and avoiding certain areas of town, all actions that reinforce a feel-
ing of loss and restriction as well as the perception of a chaotic existence in
a dangerous place. Experiences of crime are also followed by talk of crime,
numerous retellings of the event, and conversations in which it is discussed
repeatedly.
Yet as the story is told and retold, crime, instead of being disruptive, struc-
tures the narrative by establishing static temporal marks and by lending its
categories to other processes. As the narratives are repeated, the neighbor-
hood, the city, the house, and the neighbors all acquire different meanings
because of the crime, and their existence may be realigned according to the
marks provided by crime. In the above story, the arrival of the llordcstinos
in the neighborhood occupies a position equivalent to that of a crime, di-
viding local history into before and after. What crime does for the narra-
tor's biography, the arrival of the nordestinos does for the neighborhood.
In the narratives, crime organizes the structure of meaning and, by do-
ing so, counteracts the disruption caused by the experience ofviolence. How-
ever, this use of crime as a divider between good and bad times simplifies
the world and the experience. For the sake of rhetoric, the division between
before and after reduces the world to an opposition ofgood and evil. In mak-
ing this reduction, people usually present simplistic accounts of experiences
and tend to create caricatures. The before becomes too good; the after be-
comes too bad. In the above case, before the assault the victim "was happy
but did not know ito" Descriptions of previous happiness are romanticized:
the house with the marble staircase, swimming pool, and barbecue; the di-
amonds worn on an ordinary afternoon; the relaxing interludes at the pi-
ano; in short, comfort, order, and status, all interrupted by the fateful door-
bell. After the assault, life is hell: everything has lost its savor, she and her
husband have lost their health, her son is full of fear, they have lost money
and status. They sold their nice house overnight and moved into an apart-
ment building. They do not consider this a comfortable way of living; they
cannot show off their status or benefit from their many years of sacrifice to
build a respectable residence and a good social position. It is also interest-
ing to note that the two episodes of crime, two months apart, are retold in
the above narrative, but they symbolically merge in various moments to
justify the changes in everyday life. Although the circumstances and actions
of each are different, they are introduced in the same way and are said to
have provoked similar effects (health problems and loss of status and
money), and they sometimes become a single unified experience.
The reductions made at the level of narration go to the point of distort-
ing facts to make them fit. The woman considers that with the move to the
apartment she lost not only comfort and status but also money, and she
blames the loss on the Plano Cruzado, a 1986 economic and monetary re-
form aimed at controlling persistent high rates of inflation. At this point
the narrative becomes confused. She claims that they lost money because
they sold their house one day before the plan took effect. However, she also
says many times that the assault took place six years previously and that
she has been living in the apartment for six years. That would place the at-
tack in 198), for this interview took place in September 1989. Her husband
and her sister, with whom I also spoke, later confirmed that they had moved
six years earlier, which means that she probably added the Plano Cruzado
to her narrative to underscore the assertion that her individual loss was
caused by the country's economic crisis, not by their personal failure. More-
over, it associates the experience of living under permanent high inflation-
a situation where the value of cash is volatile and people don't know what
their assets will be worth tomorrow-with the disruption of values and as-
sets that robbery causes. Because she had exchanged property for cash, she
lost. By associating in her narrative the moment of crime with the occur-
rence of the economic plan and the collapse of her world, the narrator re-
veals how crime, economic crisis, and social decay interconnect in the per-
ceptions of Sao Paulo's residents: that is, how biography and social conditions
intertwine. It is crime, however, that provides ~he language for expressing
other experiences like inflation and social decay, and not the other way
around.
Biography and social conditions coincide in another way in this narra-
tive through the intervention of the universe of crime: changes in the neigh-
borhood and in the city space are given the same structure of meaning as
the experience of crime, for they also have a before and an after whose
threshold is related to crime. Before, there was progress; afterward, regress.
Before, there were sophisticated streets where women walked with gloves
and hats; afterward, there were only places no one would consider going to.
Before, the neighborhood was small, elegant, filled with friendly acquain-
tances, children playing in the streets, outdoor conversations, nice houses,
comfort, and no visible poverty; afterward, the neighborhood expanded to
encompass fear, poor residents and corti,os, fences and crime, apartment
buildings, and people imprisoned in their dwellings. Before, there was in-
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funerals..In this case, the trauma was the "invasion" (like a home robbery)
of the neIghborhood and of the city by poorer residents, the l10rtistas who
Ii~e in the corti~os and favelas. Many residents of MODca repeat the same
hIstory about the neighborhood: between the mid-1970s and the beginning
of the 1980s, old houses started to be transformed into corti~os, and an im-
mense new population arrived. The new residents, considered to be poorel)
are identified as criminals by most of the people I interviewed. Their arrival
is equated to an infestation.
Two main reductions are embedded in this history of the neighborhood.
First, it ascribes all the changes to the arrival of new residents, who are ac-
cused of being criminals (in the same way that the narrator reduces to a sin-
gle crime the factors that have changed her life). Again, crime offers a sim-
plified code for other social changes. In recent decades, Mooca has certainly
gone through a series of transformations. The old food and textile factories
~rom the first phase of Sao Paulo's industrialization, started shutting dow~
111 the 1950S as industry shifted to other parts of the metropolitan region,
whe,re ,heavy industries with more modern technologies were developed.
Mooca s economy slowed down, and with this change the neighborhood lost
part of its industrial character. This shift was accentuated by a sharp trans-
formation of the urban environment: new avenues were opened, and the
construction of a subway line led to the demolition of numerous old build-
ings, both residential and commercial.
MODca has also been losing population since the 1950S. As the economic
and social dynamics of the city changed, especially during the prosperous
1970s, those residents of MODca who could afford it moved to areas of the
city more closely identified with the middle classes rather than stay in a place
seen as industrial, ethnic (mostly Italian), and in economic decay. Old resi-
dences have in fact been abandoned, but this has less to do with crime than
~i:h socioeconomic transformations, which include both the upward mo-
bIlIty of long-term residents and economic decay. As better-off residents
moved out and the local industries declined, various buildings were indeed
transformed into cortifos through a process typical not only in Mooca but
in all old industrial districts.12
Howevel) the neighborhood also changed because of gentrification. As
old residential areas became zones of commerce, a new gentrified area, Iu-
ventus, started to be built in the 1980s, with plenty of apartment buildings.
Members of the middle classes who have stayed in the older part of the
~eighborhood,like the narrator, felt the transformations deeply, as they rad-
Ically changed everyday life and its pattern of sociability. The point I want
to stress, howevel) is the way crime offers a language for expressing the feel-
ings related to changes in the neighborhood, the city, and Brazilian society
more generally. These changes are seen as regressive by old residents, and
the association of change with the invasion of the neighborhood by "crim-
inals" expresses their views in a compelling way. Crime is bad, there is no
doubt about that; to associate neighborhood changes with criminals is to at-
tach a clear negative value to them.
The second reduction is that embedded in the category of the l1ordesti-
nos, who are characterized as ignorant, lazy, dirty, promiscuous, immoral.
In a word, they are criminals. These derogatory terms have been used in
Brazil since the time of the Conquest to describe the native, the African slave,
the worker, and the pOOl) and I analyze them further in chapter 2. In MODca,
these undesired neighbors are all considered to come from the impoverished
northeast: like many of the residents' parents, they are migrants, but not
from Europe. It is clear, however, that the nordestil1o of the narrative is an
essentialized category meant to symbolize evil and explain crime. It is sim-
plistic and caricatured-which does not mean that it doesn't affect social re-
lations. It is a product of classificatory thinking concerned with the produc-
tion of essentialized categories and the naturalization and legitimization of
inequalities (see chapter 2 and Malkki 1995:256-67). It is revealing, though,
that MODca's residents have selected migrants from the northeast as the tar-
get of their prejudice. Although the talk of crime constantly elaborates es-
sentialized categories and prejudices, the target of the categorical thinking
varies. Bias against the l1ordestil1os exists everywhere, but whereas in
MODca they are insistently targeted as the criminals, in other neighborhoods
the main target of criminalization varies. Probably this tendency relates to
the fact that most of MODca's families are descended from migrants and that
residents of the city usually see the neighborhood as a place of migrants.
Because the label migrant also applies to the residents I interviewed (like
the narrator above, a daughter of Italian migrants), and because they feel
that there are social differentiations in the neighborhood that must be main-
tained, they feel compelled to distance themselves from these more recent
migrants. In other words, the classificatory principle at work here is that the
category closest to the narrator, but still different, must be most emphati-
cally distanced and condemned. Categorical mixture produces cognitive anx-
iety and leads to abhorrence, as Mary Douglas reminds us in her study of
classification: "Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a
pattern is to be maiptained" (1966:40). To distinguish themselves from the
newer migrants, the older ones treat them symbolically as polluting and as-
sociate them with crime and dangel:
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	26. Many of those  living in Mooca today are only second- or third-gener-
ation residents, but they feel that the place is theirs. They display a local
identity and territorial sense that is generally unknown in the other areas
where I did research. Moreover, they feel that they have risen SOcially in
comparison to their parents, a process that the economic crisis put in jeop-
ardy. The newcomers, migrants like themselves hut who came later and are
poorer, are therefore targeted to express the boundaries of their commu-
nity and to enhance the older residents' social superiority. Newcomers are
marked not only as foreigners but also as invaders who are destroying the
place that Mooquenses and their parents conquen~dand built for themselves.
Treated as contaminating, the presence of the nOl'destinos is said to spoil the
whole environment: they have"infested" the neighborhood, repeats the nar-
rator to punctuate her story. Their poverty threatens the social status of all
residents. NOl'destinos represent the process of social decay that many in
the neighborhood are going through or are afraid of. At the same time, that
association allows the old migrants to maintain that they are not as poor as
the nOl'destinos, those who are "far down"; they are better off, they have
proper houses (until they lose them either to crime and fear or to inflation).
In sum, the nOl'destino is for Mooca's residents a synthesized image of
everything reprehensible and therefore criminal. NOl'destinos represent the
threat not only of crime but also of social decay. As a synthesis of evil, the
category of the nOl'destino does not correspond to reality, although it is a
powerful expressive tool. However, because of the distance between the im-
age and the reality, there is always a tension between its general use in the
talk of crime and details of such narratives.
The talk of crime and the elaboration of categories of the criminal are si-
multaneously a kind of knowledge and a misrecognition. This is not a char-
acteristic exclusive to the talk of crime but one it shares with other types of
classificatory thinking, such as racism. Analyzing racism as a kind of knowl-
edge, Etienne Balibar argues that "the racist complex inextricably combines
a crucial function of misrecognition (without which the violence would not
be tolerable to the very people engaging in it) and a 'will to know,' a vio-
lent desire for immediate knowledge of social relations" (1991:19, empha-
sis in the original). This combination generates great ambiguity when people
try SImultaneously to organize thought and narrative using these categories
and to account for the details of specific experiences. Although ambiguity
can be avoided when the task at hand is simply to state the categories and
elaborate a general discourse on crime, it is unavoidable when people are
dealing with specific details.
This type of ambiguity is clear in the case I have been analyzing. The
woman concludes that the men who robbed hel; despite being white, with
a "good face," could only be from the north, probably from Ceara, one of
the poorest states of Brazil. In neither robbery did the criminals exactly fit
her images of a nordestino or criminal. In one case, she even mistook the
robber for a worker and had to warn me that he was a young white man!
But in her comments on crime she insists on using the image of the 1100,des-
tino/criminal anyway, for it is inconceivable to her that the situation could
be otherwise. She has to stick to the available stereotypes to make sense of
the assaults and of the changes in her life and neighborhood. The categories
are rigid: they are meant not to describe the world accurately but to orga-
nize and classify it symbolically. They are meant to counteract disruption
at the level of experience, not to describe it. This does not mean that de-
scription is impossible: the robbers were white and good-looking, and she
mistook one of them for aworker. But this misperception is part of the dis-
organization of the world, of the experience of violence and social decay that
I reintroduced many times by asking for details. In the organized narrative,
the criminals must be nonwhites from the northeast, from cortiros and fave-
las, the proper place for criminals. Misrecognition is inherent to the sym-
bolic reordering of the world. It is part of the labor of resignifying a reality
that is not making sense, that has been disrupted and is changing.
Sometimes the narrator acknowledges the simplified and even absurd na-
ture of her categories and opinions. For example, she distances herself from
the most extreme prejudices against favelados by saying that the idea of
burning them all was her husband's, not her own. Later on, she moderates
her defense of the death penalty and her reviling of 110l'desti11os by reflect-
ing on her rage and the passionate quality of her speech: "When I am mad
I can talk as well as a lawyer," she reminds me. A lawyer is also a stereo-
typical character, one associated with corruption, manipulation, and the mas-
terful and deceptive use of words. In sum, the talk of crime deals not with
detailed description ofcriminals but with a set of simplistic categories: a few
essentialized images that eliminate the ambiguities and categorical mixtures
of everyday life and gain currency at moments of social change. The talk of
crime is made up not of balanced views but of stereotypes, even if their sim-
plistic character is acknowledged. The talk of crime elaborates prejudices.
However, because this misrecognition may be acknowledged, the talk of
crime is also ambiguous, with slippages that reveal possible doubts in the
speaker's mind.
These ambiguities persist in crime narratives in the form of alternations
of clear-cut categories with commentaries that attempt to account for as-
pects of reality that do not fit stereotypical description. They are especially
33
Ordering the World
TIle Talk of Crime
)2
 




Download Now

AboutSupportTermsPrivacyCopyrightCookie PreferencesDo not sell or share my personal informationEverand
EnglishCurrent LanguageEnglish
Español
Portugues
Français
Deutsche




© 2024 SlideShare from Scribd 





