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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has deepened existing inequities and injustices in Brazil, seen in the dis-
proportionately detrimental impacts on favelas. State policy responses to the pandemic have dis-
regarded favela residents’ experiences. Recommendations such as ‘shelter-in-place’ ignore the
reality of over 11.4 million favela residents who cannot work from home or afford to stop work-
ing, nor practise physical distancing from others. This study investigates the discourse of commu-
nity organisations in favelas as they respond to the threats of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
state’s necropolitics. Community organisations in favelas have taken action to protect their resi-
dents from the virus, unemployment and hunger. I assess organisations’ (1) justification to act as a
collective in their communities, and (2) stances about the government’s responses to the crisis.
Through content analysis of social media, websites and media appearances of eight favela organi-
sations and collectives in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, this study finds three main themes through
which organisations justify their actions: vulnerability, neglect, and collectivity and care. More than
survival strategies, the actions of favela organisations are counter-political acts as they oppose the
decrepit necropolitics of the state by collectively enduring in the Brazilian context of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Understanding favela organisations’ actions in response to the pandemic is funda-
mental. It further illuminates the impact of public health emergencies in the lives of informal set-
tlements’ residents and the governance of public health emergencies in these communities.
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Introduction
The spread of infectious diseases in urban
areas presents significant governance chal-
lenges because of population density (e.g.
De La Barra, 2000), complex networks and
infrastructures of globalisation (e.g.
Connolly et al., 2020a), poverty and segrega-
tion (e.g. Corburn, 2017). Such difficulties
are exacerbated during public health emer-
gencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic
when the threat of a fatal infectious disease
presents substantial risks to humanity, and
security, socio-economic and political diffi-
culties (e.g. Allam and Jones, 2020). Despite
the global character of a pandemic, the gov-
ernance of public health emergencies at the
local level requires local responses and con-
sideration of socio-economic and territorial
aspects that can lead to spatialised and
uneven arrangements of disease and death
(Mulligan et al., 2012). This is especially
pressing in the Global South, where infor-
mal settlements are disproportionately vul-
nerable to public health emergencies (e.g.
Duque Franco et al., 2020; Wilkinson,
2020a). Most research on infectious diseases

and inequality has focused on the vulner-
abilities of marginalised populations to pub-
lic health emergencies (Wade, 2020).
However, we know less about the govern-
ance of infectious diseases and public health
emergencies in informal settlements and,
perhaps more importantly, the role that
community-led efforts play in these pro-
cesses (e.g. Corburn et al., 2021).

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the Brazilian federal government
denied its gravity, refusing to support lock-
down mandates and enacting austerity mea-
sures (e.g. da Luz Scherf et al., 2020).
Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro advanced
the non-governance of the pandemic through
science denialism and neglect (Ortega and
Orsini, 2020). In addition, government
responses at local levels often ignored fave-
las’ realities and failed to create policies tai-
lored to them. Historically, policy and
investment in favelas have been deficient,
resulting in significant inequities that aggra-
vate the impact of the pandemic on its resi-
dents (Braga et al., 2020). Black and Brown
Brazilians represent a substantial number of
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the population living in favelas (IBGE,
2019), and mortality rates are higher among
Black Brazilians, likely because of increased
existing vulnerability and limited access to
health care (Baqui et al., 2020). Facing old
and new threats, community-based organisa-
tions and collectives organised mutual aid
actions and protective measures to support
and safeguard their communities from the
virus, misery and the state’s necropolitics
(e.g. Oliveira et al., 2020).

The lack of consideration for the govern-
ance of the current public health emergency
in favelas, quilombos,1 Indigenous commu-
nities and prisons points to the renewal of
the necropolitical state, which leaves to die
those who are deemed disposable, either
from the virus, hunger or other known stra-
tegies such as police violence, spatial segre-
gation and evictions (e.g. Goes et al., 2020;
Granada, 2020). Biopolitics and necropoli-
tics shape the governance of urban environ-
ments (Ortega, 2020). Biopolitics is the
exercise of power to enable, manage and
oversee life (Foucault, 1990). On the other
hand, necropolitics refers to the sovereign
power of death, in which ‘vast populations
are subjected to conditions of life conferring
upon them the status of living dead’
(Mbembe, 2019: 92). Necropower follows
categorisations of space where specific
populations and territories are subjected to
different rights, forms of subjugation and
extermination. In Brazil, sovereign power has
historically used racial selectivity to govern
urban environments, enacting harm, surveil-
lance and deprivation in Black territories
(Lins, 2020). Currently, the Brazilian state
renews its necropolitical governance strategies
through furthering austerity measures and
through its decision not to act in the face of
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly hurting
Black, Brown and Indigenous populations.

This study investigates favela organisa-
tions’ discourse in responding to the threats
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the state’s

necropolitics. It is fundamental to include
the perspectives of those more severely
affected by the current pandemic – Black,
Brown, Indigenous populations – to move
forward in attempting to reduce historical
and structural inequalities, repair past and
current damages and consider future public
health emergencies (Biglieri et al., 2020).
Specifically, this study answers two central
questions: (1) How do favela organisations jus-
tify their actions as they organise to respond
to the COVID-19 public health crisis? and (2)
how do favela organisations position them-
selves about the government’s responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic? To answer these ques-
tions, I utilise content analysis of Facebook
posts of favela organisations in São Paulo and
Rio de Janeiro to understand the emergent
discourse embedded within collective efforts in
the face of COVID-19 and the state’s failure
to protect them during the first six months of
the pandemic in Brazil.

I first summarise the relevant scholar-
ship about the governance of urban public
health emergencies and their effects in
informal settlements. I next describe the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic in Brazil
and favelas before detailing the study cases
and research methods. I then analyse and
discuss the three most predominant themes
across the organisations. Last, I conclude by
reflecting on the governance of public health
emergencies in informal settlements in light
of the state’s necropolitics and the practice
and politics of life inherent to favela organi-
sations’ work.

Urban public health emergencies:
Governance and inequalities

Processes of extended urbanisation result in
increased vulnerability and the spread of
infectious diseases (Connolly et al., 2020b),
issues that need to be addressed by urban
governance (Keil and Ali, 2007). In facing
a public health emergency, governance
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decisions must consider different popula-
tions’ needs to create policy responses while
engaging many stakeholders and interests
(Cave et al., 2020; McFarlane, 2023). The
territorialisation of contamination and pub-
lic health measures exposes and deepens
existing vulnerabilities and structural
inequalities (e.g. Dodds et al., 2020).
Disadvantaged urban populations often
experience a lack of access to resources, and
exposure to poor environmental conditions,
leading to health inequalities and increased
risks (Corburn, 2017; Nathan, 2023).

The novel character of the COVID-19
pandemic presents unique challenges for
urban governance, including uncertainty,
limited data and political pressures (Capano
et al., 2020). Integrated urban governance in
cities has been critical in successfully con-
trolling virus spread and supporting resi-
dents (Sharifi and Khavarian-Garmsir,
2020). However, despite a few successful
cases, city governance responses in the early
months of the pandemic generally failed to
effectively respond to expected coronavirus
outbreaks. This failure shows the need for
governance preparedness improvements and
increased focus on health to ensure resi-
dents’ long-term wellness (Parnell, 2020).
Responding to a public health crisis in
urban areas requires the activation of gov-
ernance networks to engage citizens in colla-
boration and co-production. Cooperation
between government and civil society allows
cross-sectoral planning and community par-
ticipation by leveraging local capacity and
knowledge (Montgomery, 2009), particu-
larly in vulnerable contexts such as informal
settlements (e.g. Patel and Shah, 2021).

Informal settlements and the spread of
infectious diseases

Informal settlements are disproportionately
vulnerable to the spread of infectious dis-
eases and the consequences of a pandemic

(Wilkinson, 2020a). Traditional governance
approaches to infectious diseases are gener-
ally not viable in informal settlements, mak-
ing a rapid spread of infectious diseases
more likely (Adiga et al., 2018). Quarantine
is a privilege for those who can afford to
stay home, and lockdown measures may
lead to economic uncertainty and food inse-
curities for residents (Crush and Si, 2020).
Many informal settlements lack basic urban
infrastructure, further endangering residents
with contamination (Satterthwaite et al.,
2019). Limited data on informal settlements’
residents’ health and poor access to health
care increase their epidemiological vulner-
ability (e.g. Tampe, 2021). Because of these
challenges, it is critical to embrace commu-
nity organisations, leaders and residents in
responding to public health emergencies in
informal settlements, especially in commu-
nities with active governance structures. In
these cases, communities are more likely to
organise themselves, forge partnerships and
respond to emergencies independently of
government support (e.g. Rodrigues et al.,
2020).

In Latin America, civil society organisa-
tions’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
in informal settlements focused on contain-
ing the spread of COVID-19 and lessening
the socio-economic impacts of prevention
policies. Recent accounts of these efforts
have highlighted their attempts to mobilise a
diverse range of actors and resources to pro-
tect vulnerable populations (Duque Franco
et al., 2020). Research has also emphasised
the limitations of mobilisation efforts,
including lack of government involvement
and the absence of regional alliances
(Andion, 2020). Additionally, scholars have
found evidence that the focus on ensuring
the basic needs of vulnerable populations
has prevented organisations from mobilising
for structural change (Duque Franco et al.,
2020). Ultimately, responding to a public
health crisis in informal settlements requires
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locally-led efforts tailored to the complexity
and diversity of such environments and their
residents (Wilkinson, 2020b).

COVID-19 pandemic in Brazil

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Brazil, the federal government
denied its gravity and the science, dismiss-
ing the loss of life in favour of a function-
ing economy (Ortega and Orsini, 2020).
President Bolsonaro disregarded public
health recommendations, refusing to sup-
port lockdown measures and physical dis-
tancing and suppressing data related to the
virus’s spread and lethality (Burki, 2020).
The federal government significantly
decreased funding to social welfare policies
and the public health system (da Luz Scherf
et al., 2020), furthering its neoliberal project.
The Brazilian government’s actions and
discourse are manifestations of the state’s
necropolitics, renewed during the pandemic
(Mbembe, 2019). The expansion of the
necropolitical state during the COVID-19
pandemic aggravates the dehumanisation
of Black, Brown and Indigenous bodies by
leaving them to die (Granada, 2020). The
inadequacy and absence of policies tailored
to these communities, the lack of testing and
under-notification of cases and deaths and
continuous state violence demonstrate the
blunt neglect towards the lives of these popu-
lations, uniquely targeted by the necropoliti-
cal state (Goes et al., 2020).

Faced with old and new threats, individu-
als, organisations and collectives organised
mutual aid initiatives to protect themselves
(Ortega and Orsini, 2020). Community orga-
nisations and coalitions partnered with the
private sector and non-governmental organi-
sations to minimally safeguard the most vul-
nerable populations in Brazil with actions
that respond to their realities and territories
(Friendly, 2022; Oliveira et al., 2020).
Common favela initiatives included collect-
ing and distributing donations, providing

information and awareness, monitoring con-
tamination and gathering and disseminating
data about the pandemic in their communities.
These initiatives and networks of support are
not new. Despite responding to the current
pandemic, they arise from an intricate web of
collective and organised action that has been
in the making for decades (Telles et al., 2020).
The pandemic presented new challenges,
demanding the development of new practices
and the adaptation of existing ones. However,
community responses were possible due to the
wealth of knowledge, histories and experiences
embedded in these communities.

This study aims to qualitatively uncover
favela organisations’ discourses in respond-
ing to the threats of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the state’s necropolitics. The
study focuses on favela organisations’ justifi-
cation for their actions concerning the pan-
demic and the government’s response.
Despite past experiences with infectious dis-
eases such as dengue fever and the zika virus
(e.g. Ribeiro et al., 2021), the COVID-19
pandemic is an unprecedented public health
challenge due to its impact across all areas of
society and the lack of appropriate govern-
mental response towards favelas. Therefore,
understanding favela organisations’ justifica-
tions and actions is critical because it draws
attention to the perspectives of one of the
groups most harshly impacted by the pan-
demic and the state’s renewed necropolitics.

Methodologically, recent studies about
the COVID-19 pandemic in informal settle-
ments have used quantitative methods and
data such as surveys and census data to
identify broader patterns (e.g. Mishra et al.,
2020; Patel, 2020; Sahasranaman and
Jensen, 2021). Other studies have used struc-
tured and semi-structured interviews to
grasp how residents and leaders make sense
and describe their realities and efforts (e.g.
Auerbach and Thachil, 2021; Nyashanu
et al., 2020). While both methodological
approaches offer valuable insights about the

1694 Urban Studies 60(9)



realities and struggles of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in informal settlements, they are limited
in capturing the emergent, naturally occurring
discourses of community-led organisations as
they strive to endure through existing and
added adversities. This study seeks to fill this
gap by using favela organisations’ Facebook
posts as its primary data source to capture
the emergent discourse of how these organisa-
tions represented themselves in the public
sphere during the first six months of the
COVID-19 pandemic in Brazil.

Study methodology

Qualitative methodologies are necessary to
make sense of particular needs and struggles
of marginalised populations during public
health urban crises (Teti et al., 2020). For
this study, the researcher conducted a con-
tent analysis of social media data to examine
community organisations’ public discourses
as they responded to the pandemic.

Case selection

The researcher used purposeful sampling to
select groups and organisations for this

study, considering the appropriateness of
each case concerning the research question
and the availability of data sources (Patton,
2014). The first step consisted of consulting
existing mapping of resident-led organisations
and coalitions and creating an initial list of
possible cases. Many non-profit and research
organisations were already comprehensively
mapping such efforts, which served as a start-
ing point for the research. The second step
was comprised of choosing to focus on Rio
de Janeiro and São Paulo, the two Brazilian
cities with the largest numbers of favela resi-
dents (IBGE, 2010), to narrow down the ini-
tial list. The third step was selecting eight
favela resident-led organisations and coali-
tions from the list (see Table 1), based on two
main criteria: availability of data (organisa-
tions or groups of organisations responding
to the pandemic and using digital tools to
communicate their actions) and favela popu-
lation. The final sample included organisa-
tions in favelas of varied population sizes to
ensure a diverse set of contexts.

Data sources

Data sources included Facebook pages of
the organisations, Facebook posts and any

Table 1. Overview of the organisations.

City Organisation Favela Type of
organisation

Favela’s
population

São Paulo Vila Nova Esperancxa
Association

Vila Nova Esperancxa Residents-led association ~3,000

São Remo contra o
coronavı́rus

São Remo favela Coalition of organisations ~8,000

União dos Moradores e do
Comércio de Paraisópolis

Paraisópolis Residents-led association 42,826

UNAS Heliópolis Heliópolis Residents-led association ~180,000
Rio de
Janeiro

Coletivo Fala Akari Favela do Acari Residents-led association 27,347
Manguinhos Solidário Manguinhos Coalition of organisations 36,610
Gabinete de Crise
do Alemão

Complexo do
Alemão

Coalition of organisations 69,143

SOS Providência Morro da
Providência

Coalition of organisations 4,094

Data Sources: Prefeitura do Rio, Prefeitura de São Paulo, IBGE Censo Demográfico 2010.
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material contained in the posts and organisa-
tions’ websites that referred to the COVID-
19 pandemic or aspects related to the pan-
demic, such as physical distancing or crisis.
Facebook is the social media outlet used by
all selected organisations. In addition, when
organisations posted YouTube videos cre-
ated by them or media appearances (i.e.
interviews for newspapers, websites, TV out-
lets and participation in roundtables with
researchers), those were also included in the
data. The data comprised 756 Facebook
posts, 46 website posts (including documents,
news stories and interviews) and 25 videos.
The selected data date from 26 February
2020, when the first case of COVID-19 was
confirmed in Brazil, through 26 August 2020,
equalling the first six months of the COVID-
19 pandemic in Brazil.

Data collection and organisation

Data collection and organisation consisted
of the following steps: (1) manually collect-
ing each Facebook post from each organisa-
tion across the six-month period due to strict
Facebook regulations against data scraping;
(2) compiling the data and additional materi-
als (i.e. images, videos, links) in spreadsheets
divided by organisation; (3) collecting web-
site and media article posts using NCapture,
an extension from Nvivo 13 that captures
webpages as PDF files; (4) importing all
spreadsheets and PDF files to the software
NVivo 13 to analyse the data.

Data analysis

Analysis began with the development of an
initial list of deductive codes derived from
the literature review and the research ques-
tions. Analysis continued with the following
steps: the primary coder read each piece of
raw data; coded each piece of raw data using
deductive codes; and when a new concept or
idea was identified in the data, a new code

was created (Saldaňa, 2009). The second
round of coding proceeded as follows: the
primary coder re-read each piece of raw data
and assigned codes; and similar and connect-
ing codes were grouped into categories, and
categories were combined into main themes
in response to the research questions. The
primary coder wrote in-depth memos for
each theme, describing the structure of codes
and categories concerning the research ques-
tions (Saldaňa, 2009). The primary coder
also analysed the data temporally, searching
for patterns in the frequency of codes and
categories by month.

A second independent coder coded 25%
of a randomly selected portion of the raw
data using the same initial list of deductive
codes. Both coders compared the lists of
final codes and categories. They discussed
the differences between the lists and coding
to clarify the understandings of the data and
reach a consensus in the interpretation of
them. This process contributed to a clearer
and more nuanced understanding of the
codes, categories and themes.

Findings and discussion

The content analysis generated three main
themes about why favela organisations
assembled to respond to the pandemic: vul-
nerability, state neglect and absence, and
collectivity and care. In the following sub-
sections, each theme and its manifestation in
the organisations’ discourses are discussed.
Overall, all themes were consistently present
throughout the six months of analysis.
Nonetheless, the theme of state neglect and
absence peaked in May of 2020, three
months after the beginning of the pandemic
in Brazil, when the number of COVID-19
cases and deaths started to significantly
increase in the country. Additionally, com-
munity governance structures and organisa-
tions pre-dated the pandemic in all favelas
where the chosen organisations operate.
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Theme one: Vulnerabilities

Overall, six of the eight organisations used
the theme of vulnerability to explain why
they organised to respond to the pandemic.
To address such vulnerabilities, most organi-
sations described their efforts as an attempt
to reduce the negative impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic in their communities.
They specified the conditions that made
them vulnerable, frequently highlighting
such vulnerabilities’ historical and structural
nature. These conditions affected their abil-
ity to follow public health protocols to pro-
tect themselves from being exposed to the
virus and maintain their livelihoods during
the pandemic. Within the theme of vulner-
ability, organisations highlighted two types
of vulnerability: socio-economic and spatial
vulnerabilities.

Manguinhos Solidário (a coalition of
organisations) and Vila Nova Esperancxa
Association diverged from the other six
organisations in talking about their
responses during the pandemic. Both organi-
sations discussed their efforts to fight the
virus instead of attempting to reduce the
impacts of the pandemic due to existing vul-
nerabilities. Such explanation places the
responsibility for their challenges during the
pandemic on the coronavirus itself, instead
of denouncing the historical, societal condi-
tions and consequences that make them
more vulnerable to the pandemic’s effects.
From this dataset, it was not possible to
conclude why these organisations chose to
talk about their efforts in this way.

Socio-economic vulnerabilities. The organisa-
tions’ socio-economic vulnerabilities include
poverty, unemployment, informality and
inequality. Organisations highlighted the
ramifications of poverty due to unemploy-
ment, work informality and lack of income
caused by the circumstances of the pan-
demic, discussing the threat of hunger as one

of the significant challenges faced by their
communities. For example, in April 2020,
the Manguinhos Solidário organisation
wrote about their efforts and the urgent need
to support families: ‘In just 12 days or so, we
have already reached the homes of almost
300 residents. ‘‘Let’s go!’’ Those who are
hungry are in a hurry, we cannot stop, many
families in need!’ The UNAS Heliópolis
organisation posted in May of 2020: ‘The
coronavirus pandemic has exposed to every-
one the inequalities of our society. While
some ordered food through an app, the lack
of food in the favela is a sad reality.’

Organisations drew attention to how
inequalities made it impossible for residents
to work from home or isolate to protect
themselves, support their families and even
buy hand sanitiser. A post from the Coletivo
Fala Akari in Rio de Janeiro exemplifies
their reflections about work informality and
questions higher income groups who have
privileges and, in many cases at the begin-
ning of the pandemic, refused to allow ser-
vice workers to stay home and continue to
receive their monthly salaries:

The periphery is the maid, the doorman, the
app driver, the delivery man, the informal
worker who needs to be on the bus and on the
subway selling his products to bring income to
the house . How willing are our bosses to

follow the steps humanity asks for and allow
each of these professionals to practice isola-
tion and still pay their wages? (March 2020)

Similarly, the Paraisópolis organisation
emphasised existing inequalities and their
effects during the COVID-19 public health
emergency:

Looking out the window, we see two different
worlds. One over there, in a peaceful quaran-
tine, doing home office, supplied with food
and entertainment by TV, cell phone and
internet, masks and hand sanitizer at will.
And another, without money, without food,
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without even water to wash hands, where the
pandemic reveals and further accentuates the
social difference. Residents of communities
living in open streams, without basic sanita-
tion, where hunger already existed, are now
heading towards absolute misery. Hand saniti-
zer and masks are luxury items, inaccessible to
this population. (May 2020)

The UNAS Heliópolis organisation con-
tinuously collected, analysed, mapped and
published data about the needs and difficul-
ties of residents. In April 2020, the organisa-
tion posted a study about the early impact of
the pandemic in the Heliópolis favela:
‘According to the survey, 68% of the resi-
dents of Favela de Heliópolis have already
lost their monthly income after the beginning
of the new coronavirus crisis.’ Overall, this
theme highlights existing socio-economic
vulnerabilities and the negative impacts of
the pandemic as one of the reasons for the
organisations’ efforts and mobilisation dur-
ing the pandemic.

Spatial vulnerabilities. Spatial vulnerabilities
are the territorial manifestations of socio-
economic conditions, including favelas’
lack of infrastructure and overcrowding.
Organisations stress the inadequacy or
complete absence of basic sanitation and
sometimes the lack of water during the day,
preventing families from maintaining public
health protocols. The SOS Providência
collective wrote about this difficulty:

Favelas are at greater risk of community con-
tamination, mainly due to the scarcity of ser-
vices and infrastructure, such as lack of access
to clean water and markets in and around
communities. We estimate that there are 1,611
households and 5,337 people in vulnerable
situations in Morro da Providência and Zona
Portuária. (May 2020)

The Vila Nova Esperancxa Association
highlighted similar concerns: ‘It is already

clear that the lack of sanitation and social
inequality are major obstacles to combating
COVID-19 in the peripheries and favelas,
which is why several leaders are mobilising
to seek help for their communities’ (March
2020). The Paraisópolis organisation and
partners transformed two schools within
their community into a centre for favela resi-
dents to isolate from their families in case of
contamination. In a Facebook post in April,
the organisation explained the rationale
behind the need for the space: ‘The initiative
allows residents who are unable to quaran-
tine in their homes, due to lack of space or
living with people with pre-existing illnesses,
to stay isolated for 15 days’ (April 2020).

The UNAS organisation in Heliópolis dis-
cussed the lack of internet access for many
families in the community and its impact on
their ability to receive the federal govern-
ment’s emergency fund and the children’s
ability to follow school lessons online. In a
post in July 2020, the organisation shared the
results of a survey asking about difficulties in
accessing the internet in Heliópolis and how
this negatively impacts the daily life of the
community, especially during the pandemic:

With the pandemic, access to the internet has
become even more difficult, especially for the
most vulnerable families. Those who are
unable to pay for a private service for their
residence are left without access to the internet,
or with access that is significantly impaired, as
cell phone packages guarantee unlimited
access only for social networks. During the
pandemic, without internet access, the families
in Heliópolis: Are not able to request and use
emergency aid, being forced to go to the fed-
eral bank agencies; have their children
excluded from online school activities; they are
prevented from accessing public services, such
as the micro-entrepreneur portal; they are
excluded from information relevant to their
reality. Not having access to the internet is a
violation of human rights, during the pan-
demic this exclusion further increases the situa-
tion of vulnerability.
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The Vila Nova Esperancxa Association
highlighted housing as a point of entry for
the fundamental human rights present in the
Brazilian constitution and favelas’ realities
as evidence of residents’ lack of access to
such rights:

When we talk about housing, we are talking
about much more than walls and a roof: we
are talking about our right to shelter, health,
basic sanitation, public transport, leisure, and
a multitude of other factors. These rights are
explained in the Universal Declaration of
#human rights and our Federal Constitution,
but we from favelas have to constantly fight so
that our access to this right is not denied. With
the #coronavirus crisis, it is even clearer that
we can no longer ignore the situation in which
people live on the periphery. Informality, lack
of water, open sewers, houses that are too
small for very large families. (April 2020)

Overall, the theme of vulnerabilities empha-
sises the contextual and local conditions that
make favelas more vulnerable to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Community organisa-
tions have exposed such vulnerabilities, their
historical nature and consequences during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Their knowledge
of these vulnerabilities compels them to
mobilise in the protection of their residents
in the face of the current conditions.

Theme two: State neglect and absence

Except for two coalitions of organisations in
Rio de Janeiro, there is a predominant
theme of state neglect and absence as critical
reasons for community response to the pan-
demic. Each organisation expresses such
understanding through specific ideas and
vocabularies, but the overall perception of
state neglect and absence is reiterated across
organisations and coalitions. Organisations
emphasised the long history of state neglect
demonstrated by lack of basic infrastructure
and denounced violations of their fundamental

rights as Brazilian citizens. In addition, there is
an understanding of the inadequacy of public
health recommendations for their contexts and
the lack of policies developed for the govern-
ance of the pandemic in favelas. In a state-
ment, the Coletivo Fala Akari stressed such
neglect:

To contain major problems, the federal, state,
and municipal governments – still very timidly
– have been publicising and establishing a

series of actions to which the country’s entire
population needs to submit. However, once
again, the favelas, peripheries, ghettos, quilom-
bos, hinterlands, and the entire population on
the margins are at the mercy of their own luck.
Let’s start with the basics: washing your
hands! This has been a widely publicised rec-
ommendation. How is it possible that this is
actually done to avoid contamination if the
favelas are without water? The government
and several organisations indicate social isola-
tion as the primary means of preventing the
disease. This is not possible in our reality!
(March 2020)

The São Remo contra o coronavirus
coalition explained their justification in
organising during the pandemic, highlight-
ing the absence of government action:

In the absence of any concern by governments
with the situation of workers living on the per-
iphery in the face of the crisis, several leaders
and social movements in the São Remo favela
took the initiative to organise collective action
to fight COVID-19. (April 2020)

Similarly, the Gabinete de Crise do
Alemão coalition frequently included the fol-
lowing reminder in Facebook posts about
their relationship with the state: ‘It is very
important to remember that we are not
agents of the State, our actions happen
exclusively because of the support of people
and companies that are sensitised by the aban-
donment that we suffer daily.’ In addition,
many organisations mapped COVID-19 cases
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in their communities, maintaining that the
under-reporting and lack of information from
the state about the pandemic in favelas made
it harder for them to respond in their commu-
nities appropriately. The UNAS organisation
argued that the lack of information also made
them vulnerable to misinformation:

So far, the government has not reported the
number of cases and victims in Heliópolis, as
well as any other favela in the city of São
Paulo. The lack of specific data makes it diffi-
cult for local organisations to act and leaves
communities at the mercy of misinformation
and fake news shared mainly via WhatsApp.
(June 2020)

Organisations highlighted the state’s indif-
ference as it relates specifically to the pan-
demic in their local contexts and to broader
levels of policy decisions that directly affect
them. For instance, many organisations dis-
cussed the federal government’s neglect and
defunding of the Brazilian public health sys-
tem, which is free and predominantly used
by those who cannot afford private health
care, including favela residents. Bolsonaro’s
government has been actively trying to dis-
mantle the public health system that mini-
mally protects favela residents’ and other
marginalised populations’ health in Brazil
(e.g. da Luz Scherf et al., 2020). The state’s
neglect of the public health system adds to
the theme of state absence and the resulting
need for community action.

Beyond the specific vocabulary, there is
an intrinsic layer in the discourse of favela
organisations denouncing state neglect and
absence as necropolitics while seeking to
resist it. Favela organisations show under-
standing of the state’s necropolitics and its
many direct and indirect manifestations and
reiterate their role in making policy to sur-
vive it. Together with other organisations,
the Coletivo Fala Akari denounced the
state’s necropolitics as the absence of public

policy and militarisation to kill in predomi-
nantly Black and non-White communities:

Historically, our territories, favelas, and the
peripheries of the state coexist with the
absence of public policies such as health, basic
sanitation, housing, and education. The gap
that exists from the lack of rights in these pri-
marily black and non-white spaces intensifies
when the only action that the state promotes
is militarisation. .

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, it is the collectives in the favela and the
periphery that have been creating outlets to
guarantee food security for thousands of
favela residents in the state of Rio de Janeiro
and the reduction of the contamination curve
in these spaces with the distribution of hygiene
kits and health guidelines. We try to produce

public policy that does not interest the state
because while we try to kill hunger, the state
tries to kill us. (May 2020)

Similarly, a leader of the Paraisópolis
organisation clarified their positioning con-
cerning the necropolitical state during the
pandemic in an interview with the BBC
News Brazil website:

But instead of having a specific plan for fave-
las, which is what we want now, they are creat-
ing a plan to let the poor die. This is what is
happening. If you don’t make a plan for the per-
ipheries of the entire country, you choose to let
the poor die on their own. (Interview with Gilson
Rodrigues, BBCNews Brasil, March 2020)

Favela organisations’ discourse demon-
strates their awareness of the state’s necropo-
litics during the current public health
emergency. These organisations oppose the
state’s plan ‘to let the poor die’ with counter-
political actions of survival and resistance,
safeguarding their communities from the
virus and socio-economic distress during the
pandemic. This long-lasting act of surviving
embodies a discourse of collectivity and care.
Most importantly, favela organisations’
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proposition of resistance is not individual
but rather a collective act of surviving.

Theme three: Collectivity and care

In Facebook posts and interviews, favela
organisations’ representatives and leaders
frequently used the word solidariedade (soli-
darity, in Portuguese) to characterise outside
support towards their initiatives.
Organisations used the expression network
of solidarity to describe the web of outside
individuals, groups, companies and institu-
tions that assisted their initiatives during the
pandemic. When referring to outsiders’ sup-
port, solidariedade points to outsiders’ acting
to be supportive and willing to help others.
This meaning is frequently used in organisa-
tions’ fundraising Facebook posts or posts
thanking supporters who have donated.
For example, the Vila Nova Esperancxa
Association Facebook page often had
updates about the pandemic in the commu-
nity with the following text: ‘Participate in
this network of organisation and solidarity
by donating on this link’ (March 2020).

The word solidariedade was also used by
organisations to refer to the collaborative
work done inside their communities by resi-
dents and leaders themselves and the sup-
port of community organisations in other
favelas. In these instances, the word solidar-
iedade takes on a broader meaning, one that
relates to other expressions frequently used such
as ‘the favela takes care of the favela’, ‘the strug-
gle is collective’, ‘together we are stronger’,
‘from us to ours’ and nós por nós (Portuguese
for ‘us for us’). When speaking of their work of
supporting each other and other favelas, these
expressions refer to an underlying theme of col-
lectivity and care through which favela residents
live and survive, not only during the pandemic
but historically, which is often epitomised by
the expression nós por nós.

The nós por nós expression comes from
the African ideology and philosophy of

ubuntu. This multidimensional concept rep-
resents the essence of African ontologies,
encompassing respect for all humans, soli-
darity, interdependence and communalism
(Kamwangamalu, 1999). Also represented
by the expression ‘I am because we are’,
ubuntu is a relationship of interconnection
and interdependence among the individuals
and the community. The foundation of the
concept of ubuntu is collective solidarity, in
which the individuals understand themselves
through their relationship with others
(Sambala et al., 2020). Such relationships of
interconnection, interdependence and collec-
tivity have historically been characteristics
of favelas, where community ties and sup-
port have allowed them to endure despite
the many difficulties and violence faced daily
(e.g. Glass, 2020).

Scholars have previously connected the
ubuntu philosophy and the nós por nós
expression to Afro-Brazilian contexts in a
variety of ways: understandings of ancestra-
lidade (ancestrality) (Da Costa, 2010), the
narratives and politics of favela and periph-
ery movements and organisations (e.g. Imas
and Weston, 2012), the solidarity economy
of culture in São Paulo’s favelas (Bueno,
2019), the life and work of Marielle Franco,
a queer Black woman from a favela in Rio
de Janeiro who was elected to the city coun-
cil of Rio de Janeiro in 2016 and assassi-
nated on 14 March 2018, in downtown Rio
de Janeiro (Cavalcanti, 2020), and favelas’
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.
Souza et al., 2020).

Favela organisations’ discourse of collec-
tivity and care embodies the philosophy of
ubuntu as they act to survive the pandemic
and the state’s necropolitics as a collective.
Frequently used expressions such as ‘the
favela takes care of the favela’, ‘the struggle
is collective’, ‘together we are stronger’ and
nós por nós illustrate the notion of collectiv-
ity and care in their discourse, signalising
the ubuntu philosophy. When discussing the
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work of the residents who have been volun-
teering to make their projects happen, the
SOS Providência coalition refers to the nós
por nós as the essence of their work:

Monitor Residents, MMs

The essence of us for us, the heart of our entire
action, and proof that with love, empathy, and
willpower, anything is possible. You’ve out-
done yourselves and done what many haven’t
been able to do in years. They carried all
Providência in their chests, distributing love
and hope. . Without you, all this would defi-
nitely not have been possible. And it’s just the
beginning!! Us for us!

The nós por nós is at the core of how favela
organisations understand their work. Such
understanding translates into the practice
and politics of community care, where sup-
porting and protecting each other is not only
a choice or a necessity but a long-standing
way of living. The same vocabulary is also
used to describe their relationships with other
favela organisations, as exemplified by a post
from the Manguinhos Solidário collective:

I want to thank the guys from the City of God
favela who are in the same struggle as we are
here in the Manguinhos Solidário, a struggle
of one collective that reinforces the struggle of
the other collective. This period has shown us
how to achieve our goals, a collective struggle
of a lot of solidarity and partnership! (May
2020)

The nós por nós refers to their specific
communities as well as efforts in other fave-
las, similar communities facing the same
struggles, the territory of favelas. The theme
of collectivity and care relates to the overall
territory of favelas through shared struggles
and social interdependence that enables the
creation and sharing of strategies, technolo-
gies, innovations and solutions of a collec-
tive nature. Favela organisations’ initiatives
to support and protect their own are

collaborative solutions that represent and
reproduce the practice and politics of care
that exist in the territory of favelas. Favela
organisations’ discourse embodies the
ubuntu philosophy within the theme of col-
lectivity and care as the means to survive the
virus and the state’s necropolitics.

Conclusion

The goal of this study was to bring favela
organisations’ perspectives, knowledge and
experiences to the centre of discussions
about the realities of the COVID-19 pan-
demic while reflecting on the governance of
the pandemic in informal settlements and
acknowledging the burden carried by leaders
and residents to support and protect their
communities. This paper sought to under-
stand why favela organisations decided to
collectively assemble and respond to the
pandemic through content analysis of social
media data. Analysing social media data
implies focusing only on what organisations’
leaders and representatives chose to write
about and post publicly. Other themes and
narratives may be part of how organisations
make sense of their work but may not be
exposed through these venues. The themes
discussed may also not represent all resi-
dents’ needs or points of view in the favelas.
However, using social media data captures
the emergent, naturally occurring discourses
of community-led organisations.

This paper sheds light on the underlying
themes through which favela organisations
justify their initiatives in managing the
COVID-19 pandemic, adding to the litera-
ture about the governance of infectious dis-
eases in informal settlements. First, there is
an overall theme of vulnerabilities used to
highlight the impacts of the pandemic in
their communities. Similar to what
Wilkinson (2020b) outlined as critical con-
siderations for addressing the COVID-19
pandemic in informal settlements, favela
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organisations use their knowledge about
local vulnerabilities to create responses.
Understanding the state’s neglect, absence
and necropolitics drives organisations to
counter-political actions of survival, resisting
abandonment and death for favela residents.
Finally, a theme of collectivity and care
shows favelas’ long-standing tradition of
community ties, support and social interde-
pendence that translates into practice and
politics of care in their territories during the
pandemic.

These findings allow us to reflect on the
governance of urban public health emergen-
cies in areas marked by profound historical
deprivations and injustices. The absence of
government support forces communities to
create policies and partner with civil society
to execute them to protect themselves, as
seen in Brazilian favelas and informal settle-
ments throughout Latin America (Duque
Franco et al., 2020). A community’s ability
to do so and succeed lies in several factors,
including the pre-existence of governance
structures and individual and collective
capacity that allows for targeted actions fol-
lowing unique conditions (Wilkinson,
2020b). The findings in this study help build
qualitative evidence about the role of local
values, attitudes and understandings of com-
munity in informal settlements’ responses to
public health emergencies. The themes found
in favela organisations’ discourse also
demonstrate their activism in favour of
structural change. While their specific initia-
tives focus on short-term urgent necessities
(Duque Franco et al., 2020), their discourse
embodies a demand for change beyond the
pandemic. When denouncing the historic
nature of existing vulnerabilities and the
long-lasting state neglect and absence, favela
organisations highlight the structural nature
of these issues, exposing the need for societal
change.

Government agencies should partner with
favela organisations to learn from their

efforts and co-create policies tailored to
favelas’ realities to remedy ongoing vulner-
abilities and damage from the COVID-19
pandemic and prepare for future public
health emergencies. Governments often rely
on technical specialists and knowledge to
design policies towards informal settlements.
Favela organisations have profound and
unique knowledge about the realities of their
communities, the difficulties they face and
how to begin to address them. Learning
from this wealth of knowledge and allowing
residents to have agency over such a process
is a critical step in bridging the gap between
government and favela organisations and,
possibly, beginning to remedy the historical
vulnerability and inequalities. Supporting
existing efforts with resources (including
financial support) and leveraging the com-
munity infrastructures in place are critical.
While these recommendations are not new
(e.g. Mitlin and Bartlett, 2018; Watson,
2014), the findings further reinforce the
urgency of changing the dynamics of plan-
ning and policy in favelas from top-down to
bottom-up, from specialist-led to commu-
nity-led.

Finally, favela organisations’ responses to
the state necropolitics represent practice and
underlying politics of life beyond the current
pandemic’s governance. It is practice because
it refers to past, ongoing and new actions
and ways of living present in everyday life in
the favelas. It is politics since it also informs
how favela organisations and leaders con-
duct their work and connect with other orga-
nisations and leaders experiencing similar
realities. Ultimately, such practice and poli-
tics are part of a mode of existence, demon-
strated in their discourse as they respond to
the current pandemic. This mode of exis-
tence relies on generational, territorial and
community knowledge and infrastructures
to materialise actions. And it is characterised
by a long-standing condition of interdepen-
dence and collective nature of the self, a way
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of living and subjectivity ingrained in collec-
tivity and care. The practice and politics of
life happen horizontally in the territory of
favelas, within and beyond imposed spatial
boundaries, through the shared struggles
and care intrinsic to these communities,
made visible by the realities and nature of
the governance of the COVID-19 pandemic
in their communities.
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Note

1. Quilombos were communities created as
places of refuge and protection for enslaved
Africans to escape bondage. These commu-
nities still exist, understood by Nascimento
(1985) as more than a geographical space, but
also as a living political practice of Black
Brazilians.
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dos subnormais: Primeiros resultados. Rio de

Janeiro: Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e

Estatistica IBGE.
IBGE (2019) Desigualdades sociais por Cor ou

Racxa no Brasil. Rio de Janeiro: Instituto Brasi-

leiro de Geografia e Estatistica IBGE.
Imas JM and Weston A (2012) From Harare to

Rio de Janeiro: Kukiya-Favela organization

of the excluded. Organization 19(2): 205–

227.
Kamwangamalu NM (1999) Ubuntu in South

Africa: A sociolinguistic perspective to a Pan-

African concept. Critical Arts 13(2): 24–41.
Keil R and Ali H (2007) Governing the sick city:

Urban governance in the age of emerging

infectious disease. Antipode 39(5): 846–873.
Lins TG (2020) Organizacxão espacial e necropolı́-

tica: Uma análise da mortalidade negra no Rio

de Janeiro. Boletim Paulista de Geografia 104:

187–204.
McFarlane C (2023) Repopulating density:

COVID-19 and the politics of urban value.

Urban Studies 60(9): 1548–1569. DOI:

10.1177/00420980211014810.
Mbembe A (2019) Necropolitics. Durham, NC:

Duke University Press.
Mishra SV, Gayen A and Haque SM (2020)

COVID-19 and urban vulnerability in India.

Habitat International 103: 102230.
MitlinD andBartlett S (2018) Editorial: Co-production

– key ideas. Environment and Urbanization 30(2):

355–366.
Montgomery MR (2009) Urban poverty and

health in developing countries. Population Bul-

letin 64(2): 2–16.
Mulligan K, Elliott SJ and Schuster-Wallace C

(2012) The place of health and the health of

place: Dengue fever and urban governance in

Putrajaya, Malaysia. Health & Place 18(3):

613–620.
Nascimento B (1985) O conceito de quilombo e a

resistência cultural negra. Revista Afrodiáspora
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