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Armed conflicts, wars, understanding them as the maximum expression of violent human conflict, are a
tremendously dynamic and changing process. Currently, as stated by Mary Kaldor26, the so-called new
wars are an extremely confusing arena where it is increasingly difficult to differentiate between the
concept of “war” (generally used to describe violence between countries or politically organized groups
for political reasons), organized crime (the use of violence by privately organized groups with private
aims, generally economical), and large-scale violations of human rights (the use of violence by
countries or organized political groups against people).

These new wars emerge in situations where the State’s autonomy has been undermined and, in
some extreme cases, they have even disintegrated. The monopoly of organized violence by the State
has been lost, due to a privatization process in the use of violence. We are currently witnessing a great
atomization of private actors using violence: as paramilitary units, warlords, crime organizations,
mercenary groups, regular militia units or even secessions from regular armies. On the other hand,
these wars take place in contexts where incomes decrease due to an economic decline, as well as to the
spreading out of crime, corruption and inefficiency.

The individuals making up these armed groups are for the most part very young men (which in
itself represents a serious gender problem), who find in their frustration and resentment the base for
their violence. Instead of trying to create a favourable environment for their own people, as it was
intended in the long gone revolutionary wars, the new actors aim at creating an unfavourable
environment for all those escaping their control. Even the domain over one’s own side is based upon a
system of distributions of punishments and rewards, with the aim of maintaining fear and insecurity in
order to perpetuate reciprocal hatred. This is the reason why the committing of spectacular and reckless
atrocities, very often superfluous, becomes important, since they are used as demonstrations of power
and they strengthen divisions27.

The incapacity of the State to safeguard sovereignty, control over territory and to inspire popular
adhesion reduces the State’s cohesion, leading to a spiral of lost legitimacy and a creation of disorder
and fragmentation. This situation generates survival tendencies among private actors, giving way to
developing predatory interests. Satisfying those interests is more easily achieved owing to the easy
access to instruments of violence, such as the distribution of light weapons (pistols, guns, assault rifles,
etc.). Presently, within these disintegrated environments, both those private groups and civil society in
general can emerge as guarantors of their own safety in those cases where States are unable to satisfy
this basic need.

The study of these different forms of violence is being undertaken from different points of view:
from diplomacy and political studies to psychology, medicine and biology, without forgetting
sociology, anthropology and even zoology...Curiously enough, however, little has been said, or little
has been added from other viewpoints which, in my opinion, are fundamental, such as architecture and,
particularly, town planning. A fact that cannot be disregarded in the analysis of these types of
contemporary violence is that they are essentially urban. Space, as a socialization element, has a ruling
effect over people’s development and behaviour, and we will present a simple example to reinforce this
theory.

One of the cases which is attracting more significantly the attention of violence researchers, due
to its extreme situation, is armed violence in the favelas of Brasil, and particularly in Río de Janeiro.
This environment has become recently popular partly thanks to films such as “Ciudad de Dios” (City of
God), directed by Fernando Meirelles and Kátia Lund (2002). Many people ignore the fact that the plot
of this film is so real, and that the original script actually comes from a doctoral dissertation in
anthropology by Dr. Paolo Lins.

Ciudad de Dios was built in the western outskirts of Río de Janeiro in the mid-60s with 6,658
living units. Forty years later, the population greatly exceeds 120,000 inhabitants. The original
population came originally from 63 favelas of different areas of Río de Janeiro. Many of these favelas

                                                            
26 Kaldor, Mary: New and old wars. Organized violence in a global era, Standford University Press, Stanford, 1999.
27 Op. Cit. Pg, 129



were demolished or even burnt down in circumstances that have never been elucidated, but the lots
have been presently used to build luxury hotels and apartments in touristic areas of the city.

The favelas emerged in Río in the mid 30s, as a shelter for immigrants arriving with the wish of
living close to the productivity centres. Living conditions in these suburbia are usually quite anti-
hygienic, without sewage or litter collection, and without basic public services. In the 70s, during the
building rise in Río, thousands of Brazilians abandoned rural areas to look for a permanent job in the
city. In the late 80s, more than 1,500 people arrived daily in Rio with the same aim. Currently, there are
about 650 favelas spread across the city; about two million people (30% of the population) live in these
conditions.

As will be easily understood, the absorption of these people has been chaotic, forcing the
population to live on the top of the mountains (morros) at first, an inappropriate building site, and then,
when these areas were saturated, in the outskirts of the city, where Ciudad de Dios was planned: a
marshy and remote area, uninteresting for building companies, which was understood to be the ideal
solution to locate that influx of population (therein its name).

Lack of attention and neglect on the side of government authorities (it has to be remembered
that the “legalization” and the acknowledgement of the existence of favelas in Brazil took place in
2003) has barred access to basic services, apart from the difficulty of reaching employment areas given
the distance, all of which have contributed to creating an excellent breeding ground for marginal
populations and increase of violence.

The vacuum resulting from political and economic forsakenness has facilitated the assumption
of power by criminal gangs, emerging as true managers of their communities. The gangs dictate laws,
execute, offer protection, well-paid jobs and social services in exchange for passing unnoticed among
the favela population. The chaotic building of these spaces is used, as in old Muslim medinas, both as a
fortress and hiding place for their activities. In any case, the gangs have thus gained the authority in the
favelas rejected by the State.

The changes in drug-dealing in Rio de Janeiro in the early 80s, when cocaine arrived, has
consolidated and militarised the structure of youth gangs. A process of fragmentation and
intensification of armed disputes between factions has followed, which has increased the negative
impact on the communities. By means of these changes, the drug-dealers within the communities have
acquired an increasingly highly armed presence, increasingly violent, increasingly young and less
respectable towards other members of the community. Overcrowding and lack of “private” space have
also contributed to creating a “street” culture.

Presently, drug dealing in Rio de Janeiro is in the hands of mainly three factions (Comando
Vermelho, Terceiro Comando and Amigos dos Amigos). Each faction has to be regarded as a net of
independent members affiliated through the donos (managers) who support each other for any
defensive or offensive purposes. The donos control drug dealing through organized employees within a
very hierarchical and militarised structure. Within these structures there is a category of soldiers:
personnel exclusively in charge of security, with a monthly salary of between R$1,500 and 2,500 (the
equivalent of between 600 and 1,000 Euros per month). Their duty is to defend the bocas de fumo
(drug selling points) and the community environment against possible invasions of other factions or the
police. They are also used to invade other territories or to protect drug or weapon shipments leaving the
favela. Some of these organizations can comprise more than 500 members. Through some personal
interviews it has been known that, in some cases, high commanders have even been trained by elite
corps of the Brazilian army with the help of some corrupt officials, or they have even been sent to
Angola to be trained within UNITA. According to a report of the Centre of Intelligence and Security
for 2000, criminal factions in Rio possess jointly an arsenal of 60,000 light weapons, including rifles,
machine guns, pistols and guns, small cannons and bazookas.

It is estimated that the factions in Rio employ more that 10,000 armed people, of whom around
50-60% are underage. In the past, the youngest were only employed in drug dealing and received
“presents” instead of a fixed monetary wages for their services. The increase of the very young
working for drug dealing started in the early 80s when those factions started to settle in the favelas and
it was further intensified from 1993 onwards, when disputes between them turned much more crude.
From that moment onwards, the youngest started to take the place of the “older” dealers, who were
either dead or in prison28.
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Until recently, the response from the State was merely repressive. The only measures
undertaken were carried out by a corrupt police force, accused of brutality by many human rights
organizations, and whose motto seemed to be “shoot first and then ask”. This policy, far from
confronting the real root of the problem, has only been effective in separating the State from the civil
population. The population mistrusts and fears official bodies. The clauses of the civil contract have not
been observed.

The population’s concept of authority has been identified with the use of force. The
militarisation of society has altered the mechanism to resolve conflicts. The conflict shows a State
without mechanisms of communication with the population, without dialogue or seeking of consensus.
Force abuse practices, disrespect of legal norms and civil authority are reflected in the lack of basic
values. Therefore, the reconstruction of the State itself should come first, along with respect for the
rules, a clear definition of the roles and strengthening of institutions, as well as recuperating the respect
of authority and civil powers.

Recently, then, by the hand of the new Lula administration in Brazil, it seems that things could
start to change. The acknowledgement and legalization of the favelas, apart from showing an
awareness of social reality, corrects future errors; not only that, it also allows people to have such
elementary things as a postal address or a piece of real estate to ask for a loan, enabling them thus to
become part of the economic engine, which could be a good alternative to prevent violent clashes.

Obviously, these are only the first steps of a long track, since many things have to be restored
and transformed. In any case, as fellow travellers, analysts of violence and human safety need
contributions from all those subjects which could help us build a new and more peaceful living
environment.
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