


New Homes, New Lives?

Slum Upgrading, Consumptions Dreams and Debt in Brazil

Marie Kolling | PhD Thesis

University of Copenhagen
Faculty of Social Sciences
Department of Anthropology

Submitted: January 2016
Defended: May 2016

Supervisor: Inger Sjgrslev

Cover design: Sandra Gonon
Cover page photos: Marie Kolling



New Homes, New Lives?
Slum Upgrading, Consumptions Dreams and Debt in Brazil
PhD Thesis 2016 © Marie Kolling

Printed book ISBN 978-87-93476-02-8
E-book ISBN 978-87-93476-09-7

Printed by SL grafik, Frederiksberg C, Denmark (www.slgrafik.dk)



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My love for Brazil started in the city of Sdo Paulo nearly 20 years ago when I attended a
summer camp in the periphery of the city. During this stay, my curiosity was sparked
about the urban poverty, stark inequality and high-contrast urban landscape to which I was
exposed and wished to understand. This curiosity grew when I later lived in Sao Paulo for

two years. It developed into a research interest and eventually this PhD project.

My long research stays in Bahia and visits over the years have influenced me profoundly.
In Bahia, I have learned so much and owe a tremendous amount in return. I give my most
heartfelt thanks to the families who, literally, let me into their homes and lives, allowed
me to undertake fieldwork with them and further introduced me to their community. For

that I am forever grateful.

My PhD fieldwork in Bahia would not have been possible without the help of Prof. Ange-
la Gordilho at the Federal University of Bahia (UFBA). She kindly arranged my enrol-
ment as a PhD student and member of the LabHabitar research group and provided con-
tacts to institutions working on slum upgrading. These contacts were crucial for the access
I eventually gained to slum upgrading sites in Salvador and to officials at CONDER who

approved of my research undertakings at their project sites, for which I am most grateful.

At UFBA, I am also grateful to the colleagues at LabHabitar for insightful discussions and
for enlightening me about the politics of slum upgrading in Brazil and the workings of
urban governance. There are many other friends and colleagues at UFBA who offered
help and advice along the way and enriched so many of the ideas in this thesis. I am espe-
cially thankful to Paulo and Gil, and to Nubia Pinto, Prof. Mauricio Matos and the Cultura

and Subalternidades research group.

I am grateful to have had the privilege of being a visiting PhD Fellow at the Brazil Insti-
tute, King’s College London, and I am especially grateful to Prof. Anthony Pereira. It was
rewarding to be part of the dynamic research environment and the stimulating seminars on

contemporary Brazilian affairs.

I am deeply thankful to Prof. Anne Line Dalsgaard and Maria Nielsen, Aarhus University,

for invigorating conversations, travels and valuable feedback, for our various collabora-



tions and all their efforts in organising and making these wonderful activities happen: the
Brazil conference in March 2015, our panel at the BRASA Conference August 2014, and
in setting up and hosting the first BRAINetwork meeting for Brazil scholars in Denmark.

For furthering my understanding of Brazilian politics and political economy, and for our
gratifying collaborations on our publications and other forms of dissemination, I would
like to thank Prof. Steen Fryba Christensen at Aalborg University.

At the Department of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen, most of all, I would like
to thank my supervisor, Prof. Inger Sjorslev. I am especially thankful for the critical read-
ings of my work and the enthusiastic engagement over the years in conversations about

Bahia and the changes in Brazilian society that this thesis attempts to portray.

This thesis is indeed the product of all the astute feedback I have received from people
who have generously read through my drafts and helped develop it further. Special thanks
to: Stine Simonsen Puri, Dan Hirslund, and Michele Wisdahl, and to my diligent col-
leagues at the department, in particular my fellow PhD students, the members of the
Global Development research group led by Prof. Luisa Steur, and the members of the

Technology and Political Economy research group led by Prof. Morten Axel Pedersen.

Also thanks to Carolyn Fisher for careful and capable proofreading and to Sandra Gonon

for the creative and beautifully crafted front page design.

Finally, I am grateful for all the encouragement and support I have received in this en-
deavour from my family and friends. Especially from Stine — I cannot imagine what this

process would have been like without you.



SUMMARY OF THE THESIS

In recent years, slum dwellers have been forcibly removed from their homes in the com-
munity of Sdo Bartolomeu, in the city of Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. This PhD thesis is an
ethnography of this forced resettlement and the new lives the families tried to make for
themselves in its aftermath in new state-built social housing (conjuntos habitacionais). It
is based on thirteen months of fieldwork in Salvador between July 2012 and March 2015.
The resettlement of slum dwellers was part of state-led slum upgrading interventions un-
der the urban development project Better Days (Dias Melhores), a name that alludes to the
optimism it evoked. As a woman expressed before she was resettled: “a new house, a new
life”.

The thesis is also an ethnography of ‘Emerging Brazil’ from the perspective of peo-
ple from the lowest social class, living in the urban periphery. Brazil has been undergoing
tremendous change since the Workers Party (PT) assumed office in 2003. As of December
2015, the PT was still in government after four consecutive re-elections. The PT govern-
ment has strived to position Brazil as a regional superpower and to improve living condi-
tions for all Brazilians including the poor, such as the families in this study who have
gained new homes and more access than ever before to consumer credit and credit cards.
This has enabled them to realize what they call consumption dreams, making dreams and
debt two sides of the same coin. This thesis seeks to connect these socio-economic chang-
es in Brazilian society with the changes that slum dwellers experienced in their communi-
ty in light of the upgrading interventions.

Among the resettled families, replacing the old television with a flat screen TV, or
the old rusty fridge with a brand new one, was central to their consumption dreams that
resembled those of the middle class. But I argue that achieving these dreams was not
about becoming middle class. Rather, residents attempted to achieve distinction and gain
social status vis-a-vis other poor people in their community. By drawing attention to how
residents tried to position themselves in relation to local social hierarchies, I show how
their quest for social status and ‘growing in life’, as they said, was confined to distinguish-
ing themselves from others in their community, while simultaneously being shaped by
wider societal dynamics.

The residents’ biggest consumption dream was a house of their own, which is exam-
ined by extending the analysis to include the housing struggles of residents who were able
to remain and newcomers attracted to Sdo Bartolomeu by the slum upgrading project.

Squatters built a new settlement in S0 Bartolomeu hoping that they, too, would receive a



house for free through forced eviction. I propose that the struggles for better housing
among the residents can be understood within what I coin a housing hierarchy, in which
the housing categories are not only practical modes of living. They are also moral catego-
ries of distinction, as the specific categories were established among residents in relation
to those from whom they wished to distinguish themselves.

I further explore how residents try to make their consumption dreams come true and
climb the housing hierarchy through what I call futurity work. It is a concept I elaborate
through an investigation of futurity in Brazilian society and anthropological theory on
futurity and hope, to explain the optimistic and anticipatory actions the interlocutors un-
dertook in an attempt to bring an imagined future closer. Trying to gain access to credit,
squatting to obtain a house, and not least trying their luck with various lotteries are among
these actions.

The residents’ preferred mode of purchasing consumer goods — as well as lottery
betting and food — was a fiado, on credit. I explore their credit practices and the ways they
got into debt with banks, retailers and with each other, often leaving their debt unpaid. 1
argue that it was not the creditor who had ‘power’, but the debtors who did not pay and
managed to pass on their debt to the creditors, who in turn were left to deal with the debt
and its consequences themselves. These social relations of debt invoked or accentuated
unequal relations between neighbours and within households and they were part of a larg-
er pattern of not doing or not returning favours. Among residents there was what I charac-
terize conflictous coexistence. In the new housing complex, this was reflected in the resi-
dents’ appropriations of communal space in ways that were characterized by social divi-
sions and tensions. It was also reflected in their modes of doing housing.

To account for how ‘housing was done’, and by engaging with anthropological on
housing as process, consumption and aspirations, [ propose an analytical framework of
four modes of doing housing. I argue that for the former slum dwellers, doing housing
was about doing away with the life in the slum and the stigma pertaining to being a slum
dweller. This stigma persisted in the new neighbourhood even though they had moved
away from the slum.

Some residents also referred to the new housing as slum (favela). I suggest that this
should be understood as a critique of the contested outcomes of the resettlement. It merely
provided an upgrade of the built environment of the slum where they used to live.

Brazil receives acclaim for its slum upgrading practices especially by international
organisations working with slum upgrading, but I urge that the sharing of these practices
with other countries should be done with caution and with attention to the critical findings

that this research presents.



SUMMARY OF THE THESIS IN DANISH

Denne athandling underseger ufrivillig genhusning af slumbeboere og livet i de nye huse,
som de fér stillet til rddighed af staten. Athandlingen er baseret pa 13 maneders feltarbej-
de i storbyen Salvador, Brasilien, i omradet Sdo Bartolomeu, der i de seneste ar har gen-
nemgaet indgribende omradefornyelser ogsa kaldet *slum upgrading’.

Beboerne taler om vigtigheden af at ”vokse i livet” (crescer na vida) modsat at bo
som de boede i slummen, og her er de nye huse centrale for maden *'man skal vokse pa’.
De taler ogsd om deres ’forbrugsdremme’: fx at fa udskiftet deres gamle rustne koleskab
eller det gamle fjernsyn med et stort fladskeerms TV. Med tiden lykkedes det for flere at
forbedre og udvide deres huse og udskifte dets interior. Deres nye forbrugsmenstre er af-
haengige af nye lanemuligheder, som er gjort muligt for fattige brasilianere siden 2003,
hvor Brasilien fik ny regering ledet af Arbejderpartiet (PT). I december 2015 var PT sta-
dig ved magten.

PT-regeringen arbejdede for at gore Brasilien til en stormagt og for at gge velstan-
den for alle brasilianere. Den tog en masse tiltag for at forbedre levevilkarene for de fat-
tigste brasilianere, blandt andet ved at tildele dem almennyttige boliger, som er udgangs-
punktet for denne afthandling. Den fortaeller historien om, hvordan Brasiliens massive op-
sving (mellem 2003 og 2013) og store samfundsmaessige forandringer ser ud fra denne
gruppes perspektiv.

Familiernes nye forbrugsmenstre ligner middelklassens, men deres forbrugsdremme
og -menstre handler ikke om, at de gerne vil veere middelklasse. De er meget bevidste om
deres position pa bunden af samfundet. Derimod argumenterer jeg for, at det handler om
at beboerne forsgger at positionere sig i forhold til hinanden og lokale sociale hierarkier.
Afhandlingen viser, hvordan deres sggen efter social status er formet af bredere sam-
fundsmassige forhold, men orienteret imod deres lokalsamfund.

Det nye forbrug og forbedringerne pa deres huse finansieres primert af 1an. [ sam-
menspil med antropologiske studier af geeld undersoger jeg beboernes lanepraksisser. Fa-
milierne opbygger geld til banker, butikker og til hinanden, og de betaler ofte ikke deres
gaeld. Dette har konsekvenser for beboerne og isar for dem, som laner naboen penge eller
deres kassekredit og nu henger pd gelden.

Beboerne spiller ogsé lotto 1 habet om at vinde penge, de ellers ikke har let adgang
til at tjene. Afhandlingen underseger disse spillepraksisser, hvoraf den mest populere,
rifa, ogsa er den billigste, som ofte kan kabes pa kredit. De spiller i habet om at vinde,

men nar de spiller, bliver det ogsa muligt at dromme og midlertidigt suspendere hverda-



gens problemer — lige indtil vindernummeret bekendtgeres. At spille lotto analyseres som
én ud af flere mader hvorpa beboerne, pa optimistisk vis, forsgger at bringe en forestillet
fremtid om et bedre liv taettere pa.

Disse fremtidsorienterede handlinger betegner jeg som futurity work. Jeg udvikler
begrebet dels gennem en undersggelse af forestillinger om fremtiden i det brasilianske
samfund, og disse forestillingers indvirkning pa samfundet, og dels gennem antropologisk
teori om fremtid og hab. Futurity work foretages ogsa af de beboere, der fik lov til at be-
holde deres huse i Sdo Bartolomeu og nye tilflyttere, som forsgger at fa tildelt et hus gen-
nem slum upgrading projektet.

Afhandlingen underseger ogsé deres kamp for bedre boliger og dremmen om at eje
deres eget hjem. Jeg forslar termen “’bolig-hierarki” (housing hierarchy) til at forsta den
sociale og moralske orden, som de forskellige beboere indgéar i og forsgger at avancere i.

Det er langt fra alle familierne 1 det nye boligbyggeri, der er begejstret for livet i de
nye huse. Men husene ma hverken sazlges eller lejes ud officielt set. Selvom det alligevel
lykkedes nogle beboere at leje dem ud, sé foler de fleste sig nedsaget til at blive og forse-
ger med tiden at forbedre deres nye hjem. Afthandlingen undersgger beboernes méader at
”gare huse pd” (doing housing). Dette analytiske begreb udvikles i athandlingen ved ind-
dragelse af studier om husbyggeri som en proces fra antropologien og bystudier.

Forbedringerne de foretager, og ensker at foretage, pa deres huse folger nogle fzlles
normative ideer om, hvordan et "paent’ hus skal se ud. Jeg argumenterer for, at forbedrin-
gerne i bund og grund er et forseg pa at gere sig af med det stigma, de er underlagt som
slumbeboere. Det stigma faolger dem i det nye boligbyggeri, hvor deres nye naboer stadig
betragter dem som slumbeboere og det nye boligomrade som slum (favela).

Nogle af beboerne omtaler ogsé selv deres nye boligomrade som favela. Jeg foreslar
at dette kan forstds som en kritik af de nye boliger, der er af darlig kvalitet og hurtigt for-
falder, og af genhusningen, hvori der 14 et potentiale for social forandring, som ikke bliver
indfriet af genhusningen i sig selv.

Brasilien nyder stor anerkendelse af deres slum upgrading praksisser iser af interna-
tionale udviklingsorganisationer, der arbejder med slum upgrading. Afhandlingen viser, at
der ber ses med mere kritiske gjne pa de brasilianske erfaringer, inden de eksporteres til

andre lande.
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