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Offline dimensions of favela youth 

online reactions to human rights  

violations before Rio 2016 

Leonardo Custódio

Claims on the city refer to individual and collective actions meant to 
demand rights, quality of life and fair opportunities in the urban spaces 
most of us live in. With this broad definition in mind, the purpose of 
this chapter is to reflect upon how urban poor people – especially the 
youth – have used online platforms to claim the city of Rio de Janeiro 
during the preparations for the 2016 Olympic Games. 

To claim cities, people primarily need to be able to speak up and have 
their voices heard (Couldry 2010). For these purposes, the Internet and 
connectivity devices have become important platforms for citizens to voice 
demands and articulate actions (see Dahlgren 2009). Certainly, we cannot 
ignore the limitations of the Internet (see Curran et al 2012). The world 
is still divided in digital, social and economic terms. However, neither 
can we ignore that access to digital technology is increasingly popular 
also among the urban poor across the globe. This paradox has generated 
important dynamics of Internet use in contexts of social inequality.

Rio has seen many examples of Internet use by urban poor youth. A 
recent survey conducted in favelas (Brazilian kinds of slums) showed that 
90 percent of the 2,000 respondents connected everyday to the Internet.1  
At the same time, an ongoing research project conducted in Rio has 
investigated the use of the Internet by favela youth for demanding rights 
and denouncing different forms of right violations. One preliminary 
result of this project motivated me to write this chapter. Souza explains 
how part of those who use new media with the purpose of denouncing 
violations and demanding human rights are not only involved in virtual 
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social networks, but also participate in (offline) groups, organisations, 
collectives and so on (Souza 2013). 

In this article2, I look at the interplay between civic actions of favela 
youth on the Internet and their offline dimensions of interactions. I will 
argue that one cannot understand these online actions without paying 
attention to the interactions in which these young actors are involved. 
Based on Herbert Blumer’s (1986) symbolic interactionism, my reasoning 
seeks to understand how these interactions influence the favela youth’s 
decisions to use new media for civic action. I describe a recent example of 
how online platforms have been used to denounce human rights violations 
before the Rio 2016 Olympics, and present three dimensions of offline 
interactions related to the online actions.

Human rights violations before Rio 2016

Rio’s preparations for the 2016 Olympic Games have been marked by 
human rights violations against favela dwellers. Similarly to other forms 
of slums across the world, favelas are characterised by high population 
density and low quality of both urban infrastructure and public services. 
In addition, favelas are known for high rates of criminality and violence 
(see Perlman 2010). To make matters worse, favelas have historically been 
stigmatised and discriminated. For instance, the word favelado – which 
designates someone who is born or lives in a favela – is often used as a 
derogatory term, synonymous to dirty, impolite, disorderly people who 
are involved in or supportive of criminal activities.

The discrimination against favelas has been reflected in some of the 
pre-Olympics governmental actions concerning housing and security.  
Arbitrary evictions of houses have been conducted in order to build venues, 
roads and other facilities for the 2016 Games. Independent watchdog 
organisations have reported irregularities: decisions have been made in 
secrecy, without any public consultation and sometimes without warnings 
in advance. Evicted families have been relocated to remote areas lacking 
proper access to public services (eg schools, hospitals and transportation).  
Independent reports show that, if the official plan will not be changed, 
over 7,000 families will have been evicted by 2016.3 The pattern of these 
evictions is not new in history; the 20th century has seen several waves of 
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eviction in which poor people have been swept away from areas surroun-
ding fancier quarters so that these could be explored by high-income real 
estate markets (see Perlman 2010).

As for security policies, the main governmental action is the crea-
tion of the Pacifying Police Unit (UPP), a security program from 2008 
to combat drug trade. The government’s plan is to occupy and settle in 
favelas, to prevent drug trade – but also to build a new relationship with 
local communities, based on dialogue, friendliness and trust. So far, 37 
UPPs have been installed. The plan is to have 40 units by 2014.4 How-
ever, civil society organisations (e.g. RioOnWatch5) have pronounced that 
the UPP program seems rather to be meant for protection of the formal 
city than the favelas. The constant cases of excessive police force, abuse 
of authority and violence (sometimes lethal) against citizens indicate that 
favelados are still dealt with in ways which are based on the prejudicial 
assumption that they are somehow involved in crime, just because they 
live in a favela. The pacifying program resembles administrative actions 
to keep surveillance over the villages of evil, as favelas were known when 
city representatives called for the control of criminality in the early 1900s 
(Mattos 2007).

Online reactions of favela youth 

The access expansion and the growth in popularity of the Internet in Brazil 
has had an important impact on how stories from and about favelas are 
told. Historically, news and representations of favelas in the dominant 
private mainstream media have reinforced discriminatory stereotypes 
(Ramos and Paiva 2007; Penglase 2007). The emergence online of espe-
cially young urban poor has led not only to self-created forms of represen-
tation, but also to efforts to react and denounce arbitrary governmental 
actions often not disclosed by mainstream media, and thus unseen by the 
eyes of society outside the favela. 

The period before the 2016 Olympics has seen different kinds of 
online reactions to human rights violations against favela dwellers. For 
instance, short web-documentaries have been made to denounce irregu-
larities of evictions. One such video was a photo-essay published on the 
video-sharing website Vimeo in early March 2013, showing images from 
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the daily life of a family about to be evicted from their home in a small 
favela close to one of the Olympic venue clusters. This and other similar 
well-produced videos are statements of the people that challenge the 
government’s justifications for performing the evictions – that people do 
not own the land or live in hazardous areas – as well as the official claims 
that evictions are being done in a respectful and transparent manner.

Similarly, videos, photos and texts have been used to denounce police 
truculence and violence within the pacifying program. One example from 
early April, 2013, was when dwellers of a recently pacified favela accused 
the police of shooting a 21-year-old man dead. A young photographer 
living in the favela was informed minutes later and went to the place 
where the murder had taken place, taking photos of and video-filming 
the body and the heated demonstrations against the police. In interviews 
in mainstream media, police officers said the young man was caught in 
crossfire between the police and drug dealers. They also affirmed that 
the shooter was unknown. However, the young favela photographer had 
already published his photos on Facebook with information about the 
police officer who had executed the victim. He and other favela eyewit-
nesses also wrote articles in their blogs, thus challenging the official version 
of what had happened.

These two briefly described cases may not yet have had any greater 
impact on society; evictions and police violence continue in the fave-
las. However, they are lucid examples of how different forms of media 
productions are published and circulated as forms of civic action. Both 
the anti-eviction video and the murder multimedia counter-versions 
were instantly shared, and they remain circulating within civil society. 
I could see my contacts in Rio circulating the stories, and notice how 
individual and collective actors both inside and outside the favelas used 
Facebook and other social networks as a tool and space for making their 
voices heard, and to create support. My field trips, with interviews and 
observations, also allowed me to see how the production and circulation 
of these online productions relate to at least three crucial dimensions in 
the offline social world.
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Offline dimensions of online favela youth civic action 

I chose to describe the two cases above – the video against the evictions 
and the multimedia stories denouncing police violence – because they 
have three important dimensions of interaction that enable me to illustrate 
the interplay between online and offline civic actions. 

The first dimension is seen in the interactions and relationship between 
the two young photographers. I know that they are both among the 
founders of a collective group using photography and the Internet as ways 
to create different representations and to struggle against human rights 
violations in favelas. The fact that they had been involved in a group, 
sharing ideals, ideas, strategies and goals, may explain their interest and 
courage to tell the stories as they did.

The second dimension of interaction takes place between favela youth 
in collective groups and local civil society organisations. The collective in 
which the photographers participate was formed at the end of a media 
education project promoted by a non-governmental organisation (NGO) 
in a favela in Rio. Since the 1980s, NGOs have conducted different forms 
of pedagogical projects to promote cultural forms of civic and political 
actions among favela dwellers (Gohn 2011). These pedagogical projects 
usually combine critical studies of mainstream media, technical studies of 
media technologies, and human rights awareness especially among young 
people. Thus, the knowledge the young favela photographers acquired 
through these classes and interpersonal interactions in the NGO project 
may explain the way they exercised their media skills, their ‘journalistic 
eye,’ and their human rights when reacting to human rights violations in 
Rio before the Olympics.

Finally, the third dimension of interaction concerns the relationship 
between the photographers and civil society. In my field observations 
of these dynamics, I have seen struggles against human rights violations 
before the Rio 2016 Olympics motivating a significant increase in articu-
lation of action by different and often isolated individual citizens and 
collective actors. Many of my contacts, belonging to different groups, 
have shared each others’ counter-information online. They have also 
promoted and participated in events (eg demonstrations, protests, exhibits 
of milit-ant art and media production). These online-offline networked 
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actions may explain how information created by individuals in a favela can 
be considered trustworthy to the point of being shared almost instantly 
without questioning the veracity of facts. Such demonstrations of support 
and, not least, trust may have an important impact on the motivation of 
young favela dwellers to act, seeing that they are more often victimised 
and criminalised rather than being treated as active citizens (Oliart and 
Feixa 2012).

Conclusions

This chapter briefly reflects on the interplay between offline dimensions of 
interaction and online civic actions among favela youth in Rio de Janeiro 
before the 2016 Olympics. It constitutes part of my ongoing research 
(2009-2015) about the uses of media for civic action among young people 
from favelas. Based on very early observations, the online reactions to the 
human rights violations described here nevertheless demonstrate how the 
democratic potential of new media for civic and political actions among 
the urban poor must be investigated and understood by taking into 
consideration the interpersonal, organisational and societal relationships 
in which these civic actors are involved.  

Notes 

1. The report has not yet been published, but the author has presented results in interviews. 
See, for example: http://www.ihu.unisinos.br/entrevistas/517801--a-multiplicacao-da-
internet-nas-favelas-e-a-visibilidade-social-entrevista-com-jorge-luiz-barbosa (accessed 
March 12, 2014).

2. An extended version of this chapter was published as a chapter in a recent edited volume 
about popular culture and politics in Brazil (Wood 2014).

3. See the report by the Comitê Popular da Copa e das Olimpíadas do Rio de Janeiro (2013) 
in References. 

4. See the official page of the UPP project: http://www.upprj.com

5. http://rioonwatch.org
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