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Chapter 10

Image Making, City Marketing,
ana tne Aesinetization of Sodai
Inequality in Rio de Janeiro

ANNE-MARIE BROUDEHOUX

City marketing and image making were key features of urban governance
in the late twentieth century. With growing interurban competition for
global flows of capital and visitors, city managers in search of increased tax
revenues and new sources of employment have increasingly been pressured
to develop a distinctive urban image to advertise their locales on the world
market. However, despite this strong economic rationale there has also
been a social logic to the practice of selling places. Urban image
construction through public works and marketing campaigns has often
served as a tool of social control, as dominant groups have used visual and
spatial strategies to impose their views and set the terms for membership in
society, sanctioning some actors as participants in urban life, while
ignoring, segregating, and making others increasingly invisible.

While most of the literature on the social dimensions of image making
and city marketing has referred to the experience of First World cities, the
impact of such practices has been felt with even greater magnitude in cities
of the developing world.! Third World cities have been faced with specific
urban realities which demand that different priorities be given for the use
of scarce public funds. Recent global restructuring and economic instability
have contributed to a widening of income disparities and an increase in
social conflicts in most cities of the developing world. This chapter
examines recent urban beautification efforts in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to
understand the mechanisms of urban image construction and the
relationship between space, power, and social justice in the practice of
selling places in a developing economy.
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Iimage Matters

Observers of the contemporary city have described the late capitalist urban
condition as characterized by a trend toward aestheticization, where the
primacy of the visual and the centrality of the image have reduced the city
to a landscape of visual consumption, an object to be gazed upon, or a
spectacle.” Current urban design practices are said to nourish this appeal
for the embellishment of the material world by giving precedence to
appaiaiict OV SULSTaiics, and oy cstauiishing the primacy of the facade in
the creation of urbane disguises, thereby reducing the effect of much
architecture to two dimensions.’

The growing predilection for the production and dissemination of urban
images has generally been justified based on economic imperatives.
According to this logic, in the course of the last few decades the changing
configuration of the global political and economic order has forced cities
worldwide to undergo major restructuring to become more competitive in
the international market. In their struggle for economic survival, and in
search of new sources of employment and revenue, cities have turned to
marketing, image making, and in some cases urban ‘imagineering’ — the
Disney expression for the engineering of imaginary places — to boost local
distinctiveness and attract visitors and capital. With a growing awareness
of their city’s position in the global hierarchy, city officials and local
entrepreneurs have collaborated to exploit city images and ‘sell’ localities
by harnessing actual or perceived attributes.

As one of the fastest-growing global industries and the largest employer
in the world, tourism has played an important role in the development of
this urban image-construction process. Tourism can be seen as one of the
most concrete and pervasive forms of globalization, reaching out to the
most remote regions on earth and bringing people from distant places face-
to-face on an everyday basis. Since the 1980s large cities have arguably
become the most important type of tourist destination, and tourism has
grown as a source of revenue for many metropolitan areas, thus greatly
influencing their economic and physical development. To tap into this
attractive source of foreign exchange and employment, urban managers
have tried to refashion their municipalities to match the expectations of
potential investors and tourists.”

It would be a mistake, however, to consider image making to be a purely
economic phenomenon and to overlook its social implications. Urban
images are constructed both through discourse - as in marketing
campaigns, promotional brochures, and tourist advertising — and by more
concrete means, including the transformation of the built environment
through public works, historical preservation, and redevelopment
programmes. Such interventions may alter a community’s material and
symbolic capital, and thus have an impact upon collective representation.
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In order to grasp fully the social implications of urban image
construction, it is first necessary to consider the relationship between space
and society. The built environment is intimately related to the social
construction of meaning, and it plays a central role in the formation of
collective consciousness and self-perception. In fact, society and the built
environment can be conceived as reciprocally constitutive of one another.
Thus, while human intent and actions inscribe meaning and transform
space into experienced places, places in turn structure human values and
actions. As the physical embodiment ot specitic ideologies, and of social,
cultural, political and economic relations and practices, the built
environment not only represents but also constrains and enables these same
relations and practices.’

The recognition of position within both society and space is fundamental
for identity formation.® People’s associations with and consciousness of the
places where they live constitute vital sources for cultural identity
construction, a point of departure from which people orient themselves in
the world. Local history and collective memory, embodied in the walls and
streets of the city, play a central role in the construction of meaning.’
Alteration of the urban environment, through rhetorical or physical
interventions, is thus bound to have an impact on both individual and
collective identities.

Place image — often equated with place identity — also represents a source
of symbolic capital that may be exploited in city-promoting activities. But
since no two people experience space the same way, there are at least as
many place identities as there are people. The imposition of single-stranded
images onto urban diversity in the process of city marketing and the
reduction of place identity to constricted and easily packaged urban
‘products’ thus represent necessarily exclusionary processes that often
privilege the views of one group over another. More specifically, the ready-
made identities assigned by city boosters and disseminated through the
mass media generally serve the aspirations of dominant groups in a city,
and, as such, reflect the values, lifestyles and expectations of potential
investors and tourists.?

Recent studies of the late-twentieth-century city have raised issues about
social justice and the right to representation of certain urban populations
who have been made increasingly invisible by such processes of urban
image formation.” Central to the problem of image making is thus the
question of what is to be promoted and valued, and in whose interest. As
urban-growth entrepreneurs and property investors have used spatial and
visual strategies of social differentiation to set the terms of membership in
society and symbolize ‘who belongs where’, major urban centres have
become the sites of battles over the right to the city.

As indicated above, the aestheticization of the urban environment has
also served an ideological purpose, not only acting to legitimize
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consumerism and social acceptance of the imperatives of capitalism, but
also to help depoliticize the city. With the city thus reduced to a surface
assumed to be transparent and unproblematic, aestheticization has
distracted attention from real social and economic injustice.” Urban image
construction can also be understood as a means of social control where
urban managers have attempted to manipulate cultural forms and symbols
to engineer consensus among city residents, either to insure social stability
and unity, or to reinforce political allegiances. Similarly, image-making
projects have enabled ruling minorities to use the power of visual imagery
and mental and emotional associations to determine who will dominate,
use, live in, and profit from urban spaces. Finally, image construction has
also been used to boost the confidence of local commercial interests,
encourage civic pride, and (as in the case of capital cities) foster national
sentiment. Overall, urban images must thus be read as ideological and
historical products, behind whose unified appearance may exist struggles
between various organized groups and disputes over use and design."

Image Making in Rio de Janeiro

Contemporary Rio de Janeiro constitutes both a unique and a typical case
for the study of city marketing and image making in a Third World context.
As Brazil’s capital of culture and tourism, Rio is known as the cidade
maravilhosa, the marvellous city. But the city is also marked by some of the
highest income inequalities in the world, and due to Rio’s unique
geography, rich and poor have come to live and work in very close
proximity to one another (figure 10.1). The 1990s were considered Rio’s
‘urban renaissance’, a decade devoted to the restoration of the city’s
reputation, both locally and abroad. One reason was that since 1990 Rio’s
city government has embarked on a massive image-making programme in
an attempt to revamp the city’s economy.

Such intense preoccupation with international image has not been
without precedent in the city’s history. Brazilian ruling elites have long been
image conscious, and they have repeatedly tried to use architecture to
advertise Brazil’s progress to the more advanced nations of the world."
Most importantly, at the turn of the nineteenth century the public health
and beautification campaign of the Passos Reforms, which led to Rio’s
Haussmannization and the construction of imitation Parisian buildings and
boulevards, was conceived as a means of attracting foreign capital and
competing with other more modern trading centres, such as Buenos Aires.
By providing a familiar image to the international elite, Rio’s reformers
hoped to convince an international audience that Brazil was a serious and
deserving participant in the European economic order."

However, with the shift of the national capital to Brasilia in 1960, Rio’s
economy lost one of its main driving forces. And the city was subsequently
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Figure 10.1. Face-to-face but worlds apart: social inequalities are clearly
inscribed in Rio’s landscape, as rich and poor literally live side by side. A golf
course, a favela, upper-class residences, and beachfront luxury condominiums
are juxtaposed in the exclusive Sdo Conrado. (Photo by author.)

hit hard by the economic crisis of the 1980s, when a lack of public funds
led to massive disinvestment, creating serious urban problems.™* As a result,
the late 1980s and early 1990s were characterized by rising trends toward
poverty, criminality and insecurity, which tarnished the national and
international image of Rio and threatened its identity as cidade
maravilhosa.” During this period tourism suffered terribly, and there was a
nearly 50 per cent drop in the number of international tourists entering
Brazil between 1986 and 1990. Public safety was cited as the main cause of
dissatisfaction among visitors to Rio.'

In preparation for the 1992 United Nations Conference on the
Environment and Development, however, the city government initiated a
major clean-up operation. Parks were weeded, main thoroughfares were
resurfaced, and street children were rounded up and put out of sight.'” As
part of the Rio Orla project, the city’s main beachfronts were also
remodelled with new paving, lighting systems, urban furnishing, and
uniform food kiosks. Such interventions did little to improve the citywide
quality of life, however. And a few months after the Rio Summit, the city’s
most disenfranchised expressed their discontent in a series of riots on the
affluent beaches of Copacabana and Ipanema, creating panic among the
sunbathers.” The city’s international image was further tarnished when,
within the next year, a group of street children were killed by the police and
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the national army occupied several of the city’s favelas (squatter
settlements) inn an attempt to curb endemic crime.

It was under such circumstances that after 1993 the city government
resolved to restore the city’s image in hopes of restraining investment flight
and making the city competitive again on the world tourism market. As
part of this process, Rio’s entry in the competition for hosting the 2004
Olympic Games led to the drafting, in the mid-1990s, of the Strategic Plan
for the City of Rio de Janeiro."” This plan was strongly influenced by such
foreign urban interventions as the revitalization of Barcelona tor the 1992
Olympics (and was, in fact, developed with the help of an advisory board
from that city).?” The launching of the strategic plan was also stimulated by
Brazil’s 1988 constitutional reform, which returned central government
revenues and political control to local governments. Significantly, this
constitution guaranteed that matters of urban development would be
placed under the control of municipal governments, and that master
pianning would be mandatory for all Brazilian cities with populations of
more than 20,000.*

Three Public Programmes

Since 1993 a series of public-works programmes have significantly
transformed the image of Rio de Janeiro. Closer analysis of three of these
programmes as they have been recently implemented by the Rio’s city
government provides a better understanding of the mechanisms of image
construction in the city and their effects on social relations. The
programmes illustrate how space, power, and social justice are closely
intertwined in the process of image making in cities of the developing
world.

Rio Cidade

First among the city’s recent renovation programmes was Rio Cidade, or
Rio City, an urban design project said to represent the most comprehensive
urban intervention programme implemented in Rio in decades. The project
was initiated in late 1993 by Cesar Maia, Rio’s Mayor at the time, with the
help of his then Municipal Secretary of Urbanism and now current Mayor,
Luiz Paolo Conde. In collaboration with the Institute of Planning of the
City of Rio de Janeiro (IPLANRIO) and of the Institute of Architects of
Brazil, intervention sites were chosen and a design competition was held to
select architects who would work in teams on different neighbourhoods.
According to official sources, the project affected fifteen neighbourhoods,
with 60 per cent of the $227 million budget spent on infrastructure.”

The first phase of Rio Cidade focused on commercial districts of the city,
many located in Rio’s Zona Sul (South Zone) along the beaches, where
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most tourist attractions and accommodations are concentrated. According
to official publications, the project sought to improve the image of these
neighbourhoods and heighten their sense of identity by giving them a
unique visual character. Much emphasis was placed on the improvement of
aesthetics, security, circulation and parking. Focused interventions included
the redesign of public spaces, the integration of different circulation
systems, tree planting, landscaping, and the installation of new signage and
urban furnishing. Rio Cidade also aimed to replace century-old sewers,
tractured pavement, and street lights. The project gained widespread
recognition abroad and was selected by the United Nations as part of its
Best Practices Database for urban planning.”

As a response to the pressing demands of residents of other areas of the
city for a similar level of public improvements in their neighbourhoods, and
to address criticisms that the first phase was elitist, a second phase of Rio
Cidade was initiated in March 1998. Its aim has been to improve twenty-
seven additional districts located mainly in the city’s lower-income, less
glamorous West and North Zones.

Favela-Bairro

A second series of urban improvements was initiated by the administration
of former Mayor Cesar Maia under the Favela-Bairro programme, which
has sought generally to turn favelas (informal settlements) into bairros
(formal neighbourhoods). The Favela-Bairro programme was implemented
almost two years after the beginning of Rio Cidade, in an apparent attempt
to appease social discontent in neighbourhoods which did not benefit from
the first Rio Cidade programme (although this has been denied by
representatives of the city government). One out of ten people in Rio lives
in a favela, which are generally lacking in basic services and infrastructure
such as access to running water, garbage collection, sewerage, mail
distribution, and proper drainage. Residents of such neighbourhoods also
lack the security of tenure enjoyed by the residents of formal
neighbourhoods.

The idea behind the Favela-Bairro programme was to move away from
previous attempts to eradicate favelas by finding new ways to upgrade
informal settlements and integrate them into the larger urban community.
Thus, in June 1995 a competition was launched to select design
professionals who could develop strategies to improve the conditions of the
favelas. Thirty-four teams of architects and urbanists contributed ideas, of
whom fifteen signed contracts with the city to try out their proposed
methodologies. According to official sources, in the following four years
interventions would be extended to ninety favelas, in order to improve the
conditions of 300,000 inhabitants, less than a third of Rio’s favelados.™

Although conducted under the supervision of the city’s housing
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authorities, this programme has not, however, been concerned with
housing provision. Rather, it has focused on integrating favela communities
into the city through the provision of such infrastructure as street paving,
electricity, sewerage, canalization of rivers, tree planting, and landscaping.
It has brought such new services to the favelas as day-care centres,
community centres, and sport and leisure facilities. The programme has
also sought to improve the development of communities through
participation in sanitation programmes, education, job training, and
cultural and educational activities. Much has been done to remove the
stigma of favelas as dangerous, marginal areas. It has also been claimed
that ‘officialization’ of favelas would reduce crime, especially drug-
trafficking.”

The first phase of Favela-Bairro was implemented at a cost of $300
million, 60 per cent of which came from a loan from the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB). Much of the work has been carried out through
paid community work. In 1996 the IDB approved another $300 million
loan to benefit ninety-two more favelas and 300,000 more residents. The
programme has been widely publicized and is gaining international
recognition, and the IDB recently approved a similar project in Argentina.
The World Bank has also been studying the Favela-Bairro methodology for
use in future projects.’® Favela-Bairro has also appeared on the United
Nations’ Best Practices Database.”

Rio Incomparavel

In September 1998 the city government of Rio de Janeiro initiated a third
programme, aimed at improving the image of the city on both a national
and international level. Baptized Rio Incomparavel, or Rio Incomparable,
this programme has combined public works with a major marketing
campaign in the interests of making Rio more attractive and convenient to
tourists. Rio is Brazil’s primary tourist destination, attracting almost half
the country’s tourists, and the tourism industry represents one of Rio’s most
important sources of revenue.? Rio Incomparavel was expected to increase
the annual number of national and international tourists visiting the city
from 4.5 million to 7 million before the year 2000, which would represent
a 55 per cent increase.”’

The marketing aspects of Rio Incomparavel have built upon earlier
marketing activities, including in 1996 a $3.3 million international
advertising campaign initiated on the Cable News Network (CNN), which
helped create a notable increase in foreign tourists.” Today, as Rio’s image
to foreign tourists has been recognized as a valuable asset in its
development, city government has stressed development of a Cooperative
Image Plan and a Marketing Working Plan for Rio, both aimed at
promoting a ‘Rio Product’.”
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Meanwhile, under the name RioMar, the public-works portion of Rio
Incomparavel has been designed to include major interventions along the
waterfront in the Zona Sul, with new tourist attractions, restaurants, urban
furniture, and street lighting. The project is to include a reinforcement of
security along the waterfront, with the installation of one hundred video
cameras and three police kiosks for the municipal guard and military
police. Before the end of 1999 two new bus lines were also to have been
implemented to serve the special needs of tourists, with more than forty
stops at strategic tourist sites and major hotels. The city government has
been preparing a new system of signalization in the city, one that indicates
major tourist attractions and the best ways to reach them. The plan calls
for these interventions to be financed mainly by the private sector,
especially through the leasing of commercial concessions in newly
developed leisure areas. Petrobras, the Brazilian national oil company, will
also contribute $7.5 million for the right to build service stations in these
areas.”

One portion of the Rio Incomparavel marketing campaign has been the
distribution of propaganda material in hotels and airports of the city.
Major advertising campaigns will also be carried out in five other Brazilian
cities and in seventeen cities around the world. Eight international
marketing offices will also be opened in such foreign centres as New York,
Frankfurt, Madrid and Paris. This marketing campaign, which is to be
extended through the year 2000, has been estimated to cost $36 million,
with the hope of raising city tourism income from its present $1.18 billion
to $2.65 billion. Rio’s secretary of tourism has stated that one of the goals
of the campaign is to make Rio the favourite city of South America for
international tourism.** A special campaign will also be directed at Rio
residents in the hope of stimulating civic pride. Toward this end,
advertising on the backs of public buses already asks ‘Aren’t you lucky to
live in a city where you’d love to spend your holidays?**

Urban Image versus Social Reality

Although all three of the programmes described above have been received
with much enthusiasm in a city which undeniably has a great need for
physical improvement, the programmes have also been the object of severe
criticism as being motivated less by commitment to civic improvement than
by desire to serve particular social, political and economic interests. And
while most criticisms have been aimed at Rio Cidade — the first phase of
which has already been completed — many negative comments have also
been directed to the other two programmes.

One of the most common concerns about the programmes has been that
they have placed too much emphasis on aesthetics, serving as little more
than beautification schemes. Although some observers have emphasized the

281




Consuming Tradition, Manufacturing Heritage

important role of aesthetic surroundings in promoting civic pride, public
satisfaction, community self-esteem, and social well-being, many others
have questioned the propriety of such superficial urban design
interventions in the context of contemporary Brazil.” In particular, critics
have denounced the decision to give priority to cosmetic interventions
when many more pressing issues in the areas of employment, education,
public transport, and health have been neglected.” For example, the first
phase of Rio Cidade included the burying of more than 210 kilometres of
phone and electric lines considered to be visually obtrusive it subterranean
ducts when a large portion of the city’s population did not even have access
to such facilities. Critics have also denounced the fact that private interests
have often been allowed to benefit from such public undertakings. For
example, the powerful Global media network has taken advantage of Rio
Cidade interventions to install cable television lines in the exclusive Zona
Sul.

The projects have also been severely criticized for serving the needs and
interests of only a small fraction of the local population. Thus, a great
number of the neighbourhoods affected by the first phase of Rio Cidade
were concentrated in the central district and in the Zona Sul, where the
city’s small middle and upper classes reside, and where the main tourist
attractions and accommodations are found. Indeed, this has been a pattern
for most of the twentieth century, as the Zona Sul has traditionally been
one of the main beneficiaries of major public interventions.”

The decision of the Secretary of Tourism to privilege the Zona Sul in the
interventions related to Rio Incomparavel, especially in terms of increased
security, has also triggered bitter debate. Despite claims by the
Commandant of the military police that efficient crime prevention requires
an even level of police surveillance throughout the city, the Secretary
maintained that since the Zona Sul attracted the most tourists and
generated the most revenues, it deserved more security (figure 10.2).%

Extravagant spending and uneven resource allocation among different
city neighbourhoods have also given rise to public debate. For example, the
first phase of Rio Cidade clearly privileged chic Zona Sul neighbourhoods
like Leblon, Ipanema and Copacabana. Here, urban furnishings were
custom designed, and bus-stop shelters averaged more than $10,000
apiece, twice the cost of shelters in lower-income neighbourhoods such as
Meier. Residents have been outraged to discover that their otherwise needy
city now has some of the world’s most expensive bus shelters — ones which
have, additionally, been more successful at making a design statement than
at actually sheltering people from sun and rain (figure 10.3).” Indeed, some
of this expensive urban furniture has already been replaced, since it did not
fulfil its intended function.

Furthermore, many critics have argued that Rio Cidade is a money pit
because of the extremely high maintenance costs associated with many of
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Figure 10.2. Pretense of security: casually dressed members of the policia
militar walk along the affluent beaches of lpanema and Leblon to reassure
beachgoers and tourists who fear attacks from pivetes (street kids). Note in

the upper left corner the sprawling Vidigal favela which looms over the
Sheraton hotel. (Photo by author.)

Figure 10.3. City of contrasts: cart pullers walking down the streef in the
upscale neighbourhood of Leblon with its sleek bus stop. (Photo by author.)
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its improvements. In fact, many of Rio Cidade’s interventions have suffered
from low quality and fast deterioration, due in part to the poor execution
of sophisticated designs which did not take into account the limitations of
local workmanship and construction technology. Moreover, the extreme
diversity of urban furnishing — with each neighbourhood having its own
custom-designed elements — has led to such difficulties as complicated
inventories, costly storage of spare units, and over-dependence on certain
suppliers.® In the second phase of Rio Cidade, which has concentrated on
lower-income areas, efforts have been made to keep costs low and avoid
some of these excesses for which the first phase is now notorious.

To add to these difficulties, popular discontent has been growing among
groups who feel neglected by recent public-works campaigns, or who resent
their lack of involvement in the transformation of their neighbourhoods.
Many of these groups have come to despise interventions meant to ‘restore
their neighbourhood’s identity’, which have only resulted in attempts by
urban designers to leave their personal architectural signatures on the city.
Expressions of public dissatisfaction have ranged from open opposition, to
derision, to vandalism. Protests have been particularly strong in
Copacabana and Ipanema, where many of the design interventions have
become the object of public ridicule. In Ipanema, residents objected to the
construction of a landmark arched pedestrian overpass, which they
considered not only wasteful but intrusive since it would block views and
allow people to peer into nearby apartments. After the protests, the arch
was built without the stairs that would have allowed it to function as an
overpass, so it now fulfils only a visual role.

People have also derided the city’s attempts to slow down traffic by
painting the pavement at intersections with colourful patterns. In practice,
no one pays attention, and the paint has already worn off as drivers
continue to speed through red lights. New lamp posts in Ipanema have
likewise become the object of ridicule because they lean at a curious angle
toward the street. Local people have joked that they are drunken lamp
posts — a characteristic they find quite fitting for Ipanema, a
neighbourhood known for its bohemian culture. Many of these projects
have also been the object of vandalism, since kids from the favelas have
taken to destroying the new things, because their neighbourhoods have not
received similar treatment.

The improvement programmes have also been denounced for the lack of
fit between the image they project and the reality of everyday life in Rio.
The Rio which is portrayed in promotional material and reinforced by
recent design interventions has often had more to do with the aspirations of
the ruling class than with the daily experiences of most of the city’s
residents. The image of easy living, prosperity and modern comfort,
summarized as sea, sun and modernity, is embodied in the logo of the Rio
Incomparavel campaign, where a wave, a high-rise building, and a sun spell
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out the letters R-I-O on a sandy background. But this symbolism does not
reflect the extreme poverty in which the vast majority of Rio residents live.
It rather constructs an image of the city where the poor and their informal
activities clearly have no place.

Many observers have equated recent revitalization efforts in Rio with
social cleansing, keeping certain elements of society at bay, out of sight of
foreign visitors. One of the central goals of Rio Cidade, they have claimed,
has been to prevent the informal sectors from infringing on Rio’s public
spaces. 1nus, while sidewalks have been repaved with dynamic patterns
said to represent the joie de vivre central to the city’s identity, they have also
been cleared of the informal activities that used to enliven them and
provide an important source of income for the urban poor. One official
publication even insisted that the uncontrolled growth of street vendors
‘threatened the identity of Copacabana, symbol of the city of Rio for both
locals and tourists.™

But despite the absence of visual and verbal references to the favelas in
the official tourism literature, foreign visitors often romanticize this aspect
of Rio’s urban life and deplore recent sanitizing efforts. The most popular
tourist items sold at Rio’s craft fairs depict life in the favelas, and a few
private agencies have started to promote so-called exotic tours of Rio,
taking tourists on safaris through some of the most famous favelas, like
Rocinha, advertised as Latin America’s largest squatter settlement.

All these recent urban interventions have raised questions about the
constitution of citizenship in contemporary Rio. The rhetoric used by
certain city officials has suggested a narrow vision of those considered as
deserving and legitimate citizens of Rio. For example, some of the often-
stated goals of Rio Cidade have been ‘to recuperate strategic commercial
areas of the city’; ‘to take back the use of public spaces’; and ‘to recuperate
the city’s image for its residents and for the international community.’*> The
repeated use of the verbs ‘recuperate’ and ‘take back’ has implied that these
spaces were appropriated by people who did not have a legitimate right to
do so. It has portrayed the poor, involved in informal activities often not by
choice but by desperate need, as intruders who have threatened the comfort
and security of the more deserving. As a result, street vendors, whose
activities have been condemned as ‘predatory privatization of the public
realm’, have been restricted to a few designated areas.” Ironically, some of
these very ‘predators’ have been hired by the city to work as street sweepers
to make sure the city’s sidewalks remain clean and unencumbered.

Also notable in the justification for all three projects has been a strong
rhetorical reference to issues of public order, rationality and modernity.
Official documents have talked of ‘urban rationalization’ and
‘regularization’ as necessary measures to ‘stop urban disorder’ and ‘reduce
visual chaos’. Such clear references to notions of ‘norms and forms® have
not only been inspired by the modernist tradition which continues to be the
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trademark of Brazilian urbanism, but they suggest attempts by the city’s
elites to impose their own conception of order on society. There has been a
strong sense among the city’s ruling class that it is their role to ‘educate’
people on ‘urban values’ — that is, to teach them how to comply with upper-
class ideas about ‘proper’ urbanity.* This notion of ‘civilizing” Rio has been
a running theme in the city’s history, with the upper classes attempting to
control the activities, dress code, and behaviour of the masses to serve their
interests.” Local elites have long fantasized about Rio being a First World
city, and they have worked hard to maintain this ilusion.

Official Favela-Bairro publications today illustrate how the ruling class
has tried to impose its norms upon society. These documents state that favelas
could be transformed into so-called ‘real’ or ‘normal’ working neighbour-
hoods, and that their residents should be allowed to access the city, but in an
orderly way.* Such statements suggest a notion of favelas as being patho-
logical environments which need to be brought up to the norms of modern
society.*’

The programmes have also been criticized for resting on the belief that
the city’s problems can be solved through design. For example, Favela-
Bairro — which claimed to be the first municipal programme to deal actively
with the problems of Rio’s favelas, rather than just ignoring or demolishing
them (as was the common practice in the past) — was initiated by means of
a design competition, and the teams in charge of implementing the
programme were subsequently dominated by architects, with a minority of
social workers. One result was that there was a near total absence of
sociological studies prior to project implementation, and few of the teams
reporting on their work in the favelas have ever mentioned the widespread
social problems, such as drug-trafficking and alcoholism, that exist there.
Rather, they have focused on infrastructural and landscaping inter-
ventions.” One official Favela-Bairro publication has expressed its faith in
the power of design in this rhetorical question: “What better way to integrate
informal settlements into the formal city than by giving them the same
access to high quality architectural, landscape and urbanistic projects?™

Some critics have suggested that the recent interventions only attempt to
cure the symptoms, while they fail to address the real causes of the city’s
problems, which, especially in the case of Favela-Bairro, have less to do
with design and infrastructure provision than with more complex social
issues.” For example, many of the circulation problems Rio Cidade claimed
to resolve — such as lack of respect for traffic lights, speed limits, and
pedestrians — can be considered more problems of control, management,
and rule enforcement than of urban design. The conviction with which
design has been proposed as a solution to all urban problems has often
been blamed on the fact that many city officials, including present Mayor
Luiz Paolo Conde, are architects, and thus they overestimate the social
power of architecture, or simply seek to reproduce their own profession.
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They seem to forget that more than a century of Brazilian urbanism has not
been able to change Brazil’s reality as one of the world’s most unequal societies.

Beyond such faith in simple environmental determinism, there has also
been an obvious lack of real commitment on the part of the administration
to resolving Rio’s core problems. In many recent interventions, social-
welfare concerns have appeared to be only rhetorical, while beautification
efforts have been clearly motivated by a desire to serve the political and
economic interests of the leading minority. For example, those favelas that
were made eligible for Favela-Bairro mnterventions were those that were
already in an advanced state of consolidation, with social structures well in
place, and whose configuration prefigured a smooth implementation. As a
result, rather than focusing on the poorest favelas and the most precarious
sites, the programme concentrated on those requiring minimum
intervention, but those which also ensured quick results and photo
opportunities for upcoming elections.

Similarly, the bulk of Favela-Bairro interventions have taken place
around entry points to the favelas, most visible to outsiders. According to
a publication of the Inter-American Development Bank, the provision of
public services and leisure spaces at the border between favelas and formal
neighbourhoods — with urban furniture, sports facilities, and landscaping
that could be enjoyed by residents of both sides — would not only promote
social integration, but would also ‘alleviate the visual shock of the
transition between favela and better neighbourhoods.”" Such a statement
suggests a concern not only with improving the living conditions of the
favelas® residents but for concealing visual eyesores to please formal-sector
residents (figure 10.4).

Figure 10.4. Tower of progress:

this landmark tower stands at the
heart of the new plaza built to mark
the entrance of Fernando Cardim,
one of the flagship projects of the
programme Favela-Bairro.

(Photo by author.)
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Furthermore, the implementation of urban programmes such as Favela-
Bairro and Rio Cidade has been highly politically motivated, and the
projects have served as showcases for election campaigns (figure 10.5).
Despite Brazil’s electoral law which bars mayors from seeking instant re-
election to higher office, the position of mayor is often used as a trampoline
for access to higher positions in Brazilian politics. Most mayors therefore
try to initiate as many projects as they can in a four-year mandate. And to
insure succession to their allies, many of these projects are initiated at the
end of therr terms.” Some have even suggested that Kio Cidade and Favela-
Bairro — both carried out near the end of Cesar Maia’s term, during a
political campaign, were used to blackmail the public into electing his
candidate, Luiz Paulo Conde, so that the projects would be carried to
completion.® As a result, many individual public works suffered from the
short time span of campaign politics, and were built with a lack of concern
for long-term maintenance.

Today Rio Cidade and Favela-Bairro have become so associated with ex-
Mayor Cesar Maia that they have become key tools in his recent campaign
for Governor of the State of Rio de Janeiro. They have also been the object
of fierce attacks by his political opponents. Central to Mr. Maia’s October
1998 campaign was a new project called Re-Cidade which follows the
same lines as Rio Cidade to upgrade infrastructure and urban image in
other large and medium-sized cities in the state.™

A final source of criticism has been the growing involvement of the
private sector in public works due to limited public funds to support urban
projects in Rio. With the increased use of urban furniture for commercial

Figure 10.5. Showcase project: a
new community center created as
part of Favela-Bairro interventions in
Sao Sebastian is used as backdrop
for poilitical propaganda by Cesar
Maia and his followers during the
fall 1998 election campaign. (Photo
by author.)
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advertising, some now fear the corporatization of the city’s public spaces.
Corporate sponsors have already set the conditions under which some
public spaces are used in Rio. For example, in Ipanema the Praca Nossa
Senhora da Paz, a key public park, has recently been restored with funding
from Citibank. The bank’s corporate logo now appears at each entrance to
the park, and free tai chi chuan classes are offered to local residents
provided they purchase and wear a Citibank t-shirt for the activity.

Concluding Thoughts

Recent image-making efforts in Rio have exemplified the relationship
between space, power, and social justice in a society inundated with free-
market ideology and intensified social polarization. Today, as the public
has been increasingly removed from the decision-making process, and as
elites and large corporations have taken control of urban space and its
representation, urban image construction has become a means of
manipulating public opinion and controlling social behaviour to serve
particular social, political or economic interests. Decision-makers have
used the built environment to manipulate consciousness, and they have
disguised this manipulation in order to reproduce their political ideology
and naturalize their power. As the concretization of elite aspirations, the
image of the city has become an essential tool in the consolidation of elite
hegemony and the perpetuation of social inequality.

But the example of Rio de Janeiro also demonstrates how such attempts
at social control and exclusion have not always gone unchallenged. People
excluded from the dominant image have often resorted to diverse forms of
popular reworking to express symbolically their resistance to this system of
growing inequity. In their attempts to contest elite control of spatial use
and meaning, they have used the built environment and everyday practices
to subvert the agendas of dominant groups and derail their systems of
representation through ridicule, appropriation, symbolic boycott,
unintended use, and unruly activities such as graffiti and vandalism. The
example of Rio also suggests that the current use of cosmetic solutions as a
form of popular pacification is highly unsustainable, and may actually be
counterproductive. By camouflaging the deep social problems of Brazilian
society, and denying representation to certain population groups, such
actions may in reality only exacerbate social instability and conflict, and
ultimately tarnish Rio’s international image.
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