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Capability failures and corrosive disadvantage in a violent rainforest

metropolis

Abstract

Governments continue to narrowly equate improved well-being with economic growth,
contrary to decades of development scholarship. The capabilities approach instead
emphasizes freedom and what individuals are able to do and to be within society. However, it
underplays structural determinants of social inequities and says little about violence, a
dominant problem in metropolitan areas of Latin America. Framing our analysis around
capabilities and theorizing on disadvantage, we examine experiences of inequity and violence
in Manaus, a metropolis in the Brazilian Amazon. We show how the threat of physical
violence is highly corrosive because it underpins a cluster of disadvantage which profoundly
impacts central capabilities including emotions, bodily integrity and affiliation. Social
isolation is commonplace because interactions are perceived as risks rather than pathways to
mutual recognition. Violence begets violence in low-income neighbourhoods and this
constrains capabilities, causes shame and indignity, and limits potential for self-realization.
Policy-makers should address how disadvantaged people feel about themselves, relate to

others and are able to decide how to conduct their daily lives.

Keywords: poverty; symbolic violence; urban
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Introduction <A>

When I arrived here we had little money and few possessions”, said Maria, referring to
the neighbourhood of Sao Jorge, Manaus in the 1960s. “Here was considered Manaus’
periphery, and it looked like people were living in small farms, there were no paved
roads or electricity. Our family used to grow food in our garden. I used to swim in the
Cachoeiras Igarapé [a river close to her house] and I knew most of our neighbours (...)
The biggest change from those times is more robberies now. (...) This week a man was
killed on my street (...) A few weeks ago a man broke into my house. When [
encountered him, I was so frightened I thought I'd have a heart attack. I couldn’t move
or breathe. Luckily, he left without harming me. (...) Nowadays, I ‘m scared of tending
my garden because I feel exposed and vulnerable there and worry about being robbed.

1 spend most of my time inside my house with all the doors and gates locked.

Maria, like many manauaras as people from Manaus are known, has tangible reasons to
worry about her safety. She lives on Cachoeira Street, considered to be one of the most
dangerous in the city, which has 1,660 violent deaths per year (Orellana et al. 2017). This
equates to almost double Brazil’s national homicide rate (Cerqueira et al. 2018). Manauaras
are only too aware of the risks of violent death, based on personal experience of violence or
stories from family, friends and the media (Queiroz 2019). Consequently, Maria lived in fear
of violence because although most of the robberies, assaults and murders she heard about had
affected strangers, she inevitably felt that it could have happened to her or a loved one (sensu
Farias 2007). Violence, both its potential and lived experience, has become a central part of

manauaras’ everyday lives.
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In Manaus, the high incidence of violence can be broadly attributed to deep social
inequities, deprivation and policing failures which include institutional racism, abuse of
authority and a disfunctional structure underlying an apparent inability to reduce crime
(Riccio et al. 2016). Despite some social progress in the decades following the transition to
democracy beginning 1985, particularly under Workers Party presidencies, Brazil remains
highly unequal, the judicial system slow and ineffectual and the state largely unaccountable.
Poor Brazilians rely on still-inadequate public services and, as argued by Caldeira and
Holston (1999), have long been exposed to structural violence. Manaus has the seventh
highest gross domestic product (GDP) (IBGE 2016) of Brazil’s state capitals, yet social

inequality and violence have risen in parallel with economic growth.

The metropolitan centres of Manaus and Belém are central to understanding social,
economic and political change in contemporary Amazonia but have been somewhat neglected
by geographical scholarship. There is, however, a sizable literature exploring the history and
consequences of urban-centric development in the region (e.g. Serafico and Serafico 2005;
Schor et al. 2014; T. V. dos Santos 2017). Yet, with few exceptions (e.g. Castro 2009), there
is a relative dearth of qualitative social research in urban Amazonia. This contrasts sharply
with the abundance of biophysical research on environmental change in the region
(Brondizio 2016). Apart from Macdonald and Winklerprins’ (2014) work on peri-urban
migration as a ‘solution’ to the limitations of metropolitan life and Dodd’s (2020) study of
rural-urban circulations in eastern Amazonia, we are unaware of any qualitative research
exploring the relations between urban development and the lives that urban Amazonian are
able to live. Instead, research on urban life and development in Brazil has been centred on
favela communities in south-eastern metropolises such as Rio de Janeiro. This geographic

bias partly reflects uneven development in Brazil and the relative dominance of academic
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institutions in the south-east. Given the unique social and spatial contexts of southern cities, it
is problematic to assume that social practices in their favela communities resonate strongly

with urban communities elsewhere in Brazil (Garmany 2011).

Methodological approach<A>

In order to get as close an understanding of the everyday lived experiences of working class
manauaras as possible, we adopted an ethnographic methodology. We used participant
observation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews during fieldwork in Sao Jorge, a
working-class neighborhood in Manaus with around 153,000 residents. Social inequalities are
striking in Sao Jorge, with low-income informal settlements and veritable mansions within
metres of one another, in places. The neighbourhood is violent but not exceptionally. For
instance, the homicide rate in Sao Jorge (40 homicides/100,000 people/year) is only the

seventh-highest in western Manaus (Nascimento 2013).

The first author lived with a local family in Sao Jorge from August to October 2015,
near to the notorious Cachoeira Street. During this time, she engaged fully with the host
family’s routine, getting to know their neighbours and other locals. She would also walk
around the neighbourhood stopping at street food vendors, local markets, small restaurants
and public spaces, conducting around 40 unstructured and semi-structured interviews. She
visited public schools and healthcare centres, and interviewing staff members, students and

patients.

Qualitative data was coded with ATLAS.ti software, which facilitates the analysis of
thematic interconnections. We use the capabilities approach (CA)(Sen 1999; Nussbaum
2013) to reveal dissonances between economic growth and well-being, understanding the
latter in terms of what individuals are able to do and to be within society. Acknowledging the

4
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conflicting and diverse effects that development focused on economic growth can have on
people’s lives, the CA argues that assessment of well-being should instead be centered on the
effective opportunities that people have to lead lives they have reason to value. These
opportunities allow for the free exercise of a set of interrelated functionings, which are
capabilities that have been realized. Functionings can vary from elementary things (e.g. being
healthy, having a job) to more complex states such as being happy, having self-respect or
being calm (Sen 1999). We used the CA to guide our coding and analysis, as follows. First,
we identified the functionings that research participants considered important to their
wellbeing. Then, we analyzed fieldnotes to identify the opportunities (or lack of) which
interviewees felt they had to achieve those functionings in their lives. We also noted the
reason(s) attributed to achieving, or failing to achieve a given functioning. We concentrated
on these reasons in order to identify capability constraints, finding that violence was the most

common.

Theoretical Framing<A>

Capabilities approach<B>

The development failures of Manaus’ recent history and Maria’s experience of urban life
resonate with the writings of Sen and others. Low material living standards appeared not to
be the main concerns of our research participants, although they were sometimes part of the
problem. For this reason, we explore the real opportunities available to the poor in Manaus,
using the lens of the CA to interpret our findings. The CA allows us to look at the lives of
manauaras in a way that captures the nuances and sources of unfreedoms which constrain
their capacities for doings and beings. We find that violence severely constrains people’s

capabilities, with grave consequences for well-being, prompting us to engage with additional
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theorizing on disadvantage. Specifically, Wolff and De-Shalit (2013) help us understand how
interactions between structural factors, neighbourhood social structures, physical and

symbolic violence and individual capabilities constrain manauaras’ opportunities to flourish.

The CA offers a broader understanding of well-being than traditional economic
frameworks. Furthermore, it gives poverty a more nuanced and multidimensional analysis,
conceptualizing it as a state of capability-deprivation instead of lack of income or material
possessions. This pushes back against dated understandings of urban poverty being simply a
lack of basic necessities (e.g. Wratten 1995). Sen’s (1999) approach recognizes that whether
individuals have certain capabilities or not depends on individual features like skills and
competencies and on the external conditions, including norms, institutions and social

structures.

Of the ten central capabilities which Nussbaum (2013) considers essential for well-
being, we focus on three; emotions, bodily integrity and affiliation. We do so because our
empirical findings suggest these capabilities are the most affected by physical and symbolic
violence. Someone has the capability of emotions when their emotional development is not
blighted by fear and anxiety and they are able to have attachments and feelings towards other
people. Bodily integrity is defined as being able to move freely from place to place and being
secure against violent assault and having opportunities for reproductive choices. Affiliation is
having the social basis of self-respect and non-humiliation, being able to live with others.
This includes recognizing and showing concern for other humans and being able to engage in

various forms of social interaction.

Agency is central to the CA, both as conceived by Sen (1999) and later reworked by

Nussbaum (2013). Indeed, capabilities can be thought of as a sophisticated way of
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conceptualizing agency (Gangas 2016). Agency is linked to an individual’s ability to choose
the functionings they value, and their role in society, by participating in economic, social, and
political actions (Claassen 2016). Hence, the capacity for agency goes together with the
expansion of valuable freedoms. In order to be the protagonist of one’s life and contribute to
society, a person needs substantive opportunities including to be educated, be able to speak in
public without fear and spend time with others. People can help create such environments and
opportunities through their actions, therefore the capacity of agency is fundamental to

assessing what a person can be and do within society .

The CA is not without its critics. Post-colonial scholars have questioned this
approach, emphasizing its continuities with with the individualism characteristic of the
neoliberal era (Comiling and Sanchez 2014; Sayer 2014). They suggest the CA tacitly accepts
neoliberalism by giving centrality to individual freedom and possessive individualism. Sen
acknowledges social arrangements and class concerns, but only as influences which can
affect individual freedom and not as structures which restrict it — so the emphasis is on
agency rather than structure. We use it to highlight the importance of agency and freedom for
the individual’s capacity for beings and doings whilst not losing sight of the important roles
of economic, political and social structures, which we account for by pairing the CA with
corrosive disadvantage, symbolic violence and recognition. We keep in mind Sayer’s concern
about the standard conceptualization of well-being offered by the CA (Sayer (2014), p.8) “...
while the aim to set out basic elements of individual flourishing may be appreciated it is
likewise essential to determine what forms of social organization enable the condition of the

flourishing of each individual to be the flourishing of all”.

Corrosive disadvantage<B>
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Based on the idea of functionings from the CA, Wolff and De-Shalit (2013) define
disadvantage as a lack of genuine opportunity to exercise functionings. They suggest
someone has a genuine opportunity (and thus a capability) to do something only if the costs
of doing so are reasonable for them to bear. Relevant costs are the impacts on other
functionings, and what is reasonable is context-dependent. Designing policies to improve
equality, they claim, requires not only identifying those functionings with greatest
deficiencies, but also revealing when and why several disadvantages may cluster together.
Hence, a more equitable society is one in which disadvantages do not cluster and it becomes
increasingly ambiguous who is the worst off. Wolff and De-Shalit (2013) propose a way of
understanding the actions necessary for getting closer to achieving a ‘society of equals’ in
which all people can experience satisfactory levels of well-being. The first step is identifying
the least advantaged, which requires understanding the pluralistic nature and interactions of
their disadvantages. Assuming that disadvantages are (re)produced by social and political
institutions and structures as well as by individuals within communities (or at least be
tolerated by them), they advocate analyzing a person’s situation in comparison to others in
society. Disadvantage is therefore relational. Their argument is that governments should give
special attention to way in which patterns of disadvantages establish and persist, achievable
by searching for corrosive disadvantages and fertile functionings. Corrosive disadvantages
generate further detriment (e.g. unemployment) whereas fertile functionings secure additional

benefits (e.g. improved access to employment).

Symbolic violence<B>

We propose that violence in Manaus has emerged as a central, corrosive disadvantage in

everyday lives, severely constraining people’s capacities for beings and doings. Fear of
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physical violence was tangible to those we met, yet our understanding of violence is broader
and also includes the harm caused by harder-to-see symbolic and structural forms (Farmer
2004). Originally conceptualized by Bourdieu (1989), symbolic violence is that which is
“exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2002,
cited in Lawler 2011), relating to the processes and mechanisms for establishing and
reproducing relations of domination. Symbolic violence manifests through everyday lived
experiences as power relations between those holding greater power over those having lower
social status. Accordingly, individuals become constrained through the internalisation,
acceptance and reproduction of ideas and structures which subordinate them (Bourdieu 1989;
2002a). Because symbolic violence is normally without explicit acts of force or coercion, it
often goes unrecognized by its victims. Consequently, those affected by it unconsciously act
and express themselves — sometimes violently — in ways that contribute to maintaining the
sources of unfreedom and inequalities constraining their lives (Bourdieu 1989). After
identifying violence in its many facets as a corrosive disadvantage we examine its negative

impacts on many functionings that constrain the realization of certain capabilities.

Recognition<B>

We also draw on the idea of recognition to highlight the importance of the social (as
constituted by relations of mutual recognition) in self-realization (and conversely, how the
lack of societal recognition is damaging to the self). Honneth (1995) asserts that the
development of self-confidence, self-esteem and self-respect — the modes by which one can
relate to oneself — is only possible and maintained intersubjectively through the recognition
of others. Establishing relationships of mutual recognition is, therefore, crucial for self-

realization. Achieving mutual recognition goes beyond relations of love and friendship,
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including legally institutionalized relations of universal respect for the autonomy and dignity
of persons and networks of solidarity and shared values within which the worth of each

member of a community can be acknowledged.

Circling back to the CA<B>

When combined with concepts of corrosive disadvantage, symbolic violence and recognition,
the CA offers a useful way to explore the links between violence and wellbeing in Manaus
from an ethical perspective. We summarize these relationships in a cause-effect diagram
(Figure 1). Whilst we see this approach as being a better alternative to standard growth-
focused development models, it is also complementary to more critical perspectives such
Harvey’s (2016) spatial approach to the dynamics of capital accumulation. Although
approaches such as that of Harvey advance a sophisticated critique (in political ecology
terms, the hatchet) of the effects of uneven development such as we explore in this paper, he
does not advance a positive vision (in political ecology terms, the seed) of what a just society
could look like against which. The CA does this (albeit in individualistic terms), and whilst
Harvey is correct that the CA is reformist rather than revolutionary, to put it bluntly
manauaras and the urban poor elsewhere in Brazil do not in general want a revolution. Most
people instead seek an improvement in their lives and the CA can articulate what needs to
change in a way which is at once normative and descriptive and legible to policymakers

(Crocker 2008).

<INSERT FIGURE 1 AROUND HERE>

Figure 1. Schematized cause-effect diagram which shows the relationships between
structural factors, physical and symbolic violence and capability-failures. It draws on
empirical research in Sao Jorge.

10
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Results and Discussion<A>

The backdrop of violence in everyday life<B>

Joelson, twenty-six, recounts “Many of my friends that grew up with me here were killed
because they were involved in drug dealing or street fighting. I used to be a street fighter,
too. It was very cool but when [ was younger we used to fight only with our bodies,
nowadays, teenagers fight with guns and knives”. Elsewhere in Sdo Jorge, Maura, described
a recent incident which had caused her great distress: “The other day my daughter was
walking home holding her mobile phone but when she was close to our house a guy on a
motorcycle pulled up and grabbed her mobile and then disappeared. Thank god he didn’t
hurt her. Nowadays we hear so many stories about people being killed in that kind of

situation, just because of a mobile! It terrifies me”.

Similar incidents are common, with estimates suggesting that in 2016, six people in
Manaus were robbed per hour and often injured in the process (Equipe Diario do Amazonas
2016). Joelson and Maura’s experiences illustrate how, in Manaus, threats to life and bodily
integrity — or related fears - are part of everyday life. Most research participants had
experienced such threats or someone close to them had been physically and/or
psychologically harmed by them. These experiences are supported by statistics (Cerqueira et
al. 2018; Orellana et al. 2017) and omnipresent reports of violence in Manaus’ newspapers
and television stations, ranging from assassinations to thefts with no apparent physical harm,
but certainly psychological effects (Queiroz 2019). Not surprisingly, constant fear,
vulnerability, anxiety were commonplace. For instance, Andrea, a teenage girl, revealed “My

biggest fear in life is getting shot in my face”. A constant state of worry appears widespread

11
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in Brazilian metropolises (Garmany 2014; Ferreira 2015), clearly undermining people’s

emotional well-being and, we posit, individual capacities for free movement and agency.

In order to make their lives safer, the manauara working class attempt to build
‘precautionary actions’ into their daily lives which can severely restrict their freedoms and
the exercise of important functionings. For instance, some research participants had quit their
jobs or interrupted their livelihoods because they feared becoming a victim. For example, in
her previous job, Lena had to regularly deposit money in the local bank. One day when
leaving the bank a woman right next to her was robbed with a gun pointed at her head,
naturally leading Lena to worry that this could happen to her, too. Afterwards, despite being
content with most aspects of her job and happy with the salary, Lena resigned and became
unemployed. Andrea used to help her family with its small informal business selling food and
drinks at public festivals and events. She said that on many occasions her family had had to
flee a trading-spot because of robberies and street fighting. Borges (2012) found a similar
situation among women who work selling and checking tickets on Manaus’ public buses,
which are often robbed, exposing workers to highly dangerous situations. Consequently,

many women reported suffering from anxiety and depression, leading some to resign.

This constant perception of risk also resonates with Machado da Silva’s observations

on the psycho-social effects of drug-trafficking in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas in Homero (2006),

p. 2:

The presence, or the “ghost”, of drug trafficking is constant in the practicalities of
everyday life and the subjective preoccupations of favela dwellers ... This affects
residents’ movements, particularly young people, both where they live and in other

urban areas, since they are influenced by places they believe to be permitted to be in,

12
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dangerous or not. Thus, the power of drug trafficking appears to be greater than its

material ability to impose its ‘will’ .

In Manaus, robberies and other forms of violence are also frequently attributed to
drug-dealing. Violence is everpresent in manauara lives. This is especially true among the
working class whose forms of transport, places of work and homes — locations relatively
insecure compared to the wealthy gated communities — expose them to greater risks of
robbery, etc. Drug trafficking in Sdo Jorge may not be as dominant as in many of Rio’s
favelas yet perceptions of dangerous situations are created and reinforced through personal
experiences, the media and local accounts. For example, there are places in the
neighbourhood, such as Cachoeira Street, which people try to avoid. People are also acutely
aware of the times of the day when it is considered unsafe to be outdoors (whether walking or

not), especially if speaking on the phone.

Common to many accounts about life in violent social contexts (e.g. Comaroft and
Comaroff 2006; Koonings and Krujit 2007), those affected lose some of their capacity to
make decisions and choices which fulfil what they want (or need) to achieve and perform in
life and control their destiny. Accordingly, the tangible risk and fear of violence translates
into a loss of access to, and enjoyment from, other capabilities and hence undermines
individual agency. Violence affects many areas of life and can compound other risks. For
example, victims of heatwaves in poor and violent neighbourhoods in the U.S. have died
because they were afraid of opening their windows and/or leaving their homes to seek help

when they felt unwell (Wolff and De-Shalit 2013).

Enjoying leisure time and related social and health functionings can be also difficult

for working class manauaras, echoing the reality of many disadvantaged Brazilians.

13
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According to official state population surveys, one in four Brazilians has avoided going to
recreational places due to fear of violence (PNUD 2014) constraining a central capability,
play (Nussbaum (2013). Most people interviewed didn’t let children play outside and
considered few leisure places — especially outdoors - safe and affordable. This created
boredom and frustration for both children and adults because of what one parent described as

a “lack of opportunities to do nice things”.

Staying indoors in fortified houses was common in Sao Jorge because most people
felt unsafe outside their homes. For example Envira, recently relocated from a provincial
town, Tefé, was unemployed and lived in a one-room house, along with her son, grandson
and daughter-in-law. She had barely left her house because she felt Manaus was ‘too
dangerous’, she was terrified to go out alone. She spent days inside with her grandson,
watching television. This reorganization of everyday life, with increasing time spending

indoors, has also been documented in favelas in Rio de Janeiro (M. Cavalcanti 2006).

Fear of violence permeates the lives of all Brazilian social classes, but the poorest are
exposed to the greatest threats to life and bodily integrity. For instance, eastern areas of
Manaus are renowned for poverty, poor housing and drug trafficking. Indicative of these
socio-spatial inequities, the homicide rate in the relatively wealthy centre-south of Manaus
was 20/100,000 in 2012, less than a third of the city’s overall rate (66/100,000 inhabitants)
(Nascimento 2013). ‘Location’ within an urban society is intimately connected with the
opportunities people have for minimizing risks to their bodily integrity. Given the Brazilian
state’s long-term failure to reduce violence, avoiding becoming a victim is largely a personal

task involving changes in daily conduct. Our diagram (Figure 1) illustrates how, for example,
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the resulting social isolation has neighbourhood-scale effects including widespread distrust

and limited cooperation or cohesion.

Wealthier Brazilians can afford safer choices than the poor by living in less violent
neighbourhoods, relying on private security, avoiding public transport, and paying for
private, more secure schools (Caldeira 2000). In contrast, occupying a lower social position
within Brazil’s ‘uncivil democracy’ (characterized by a disjunction between a constitution
and legal codes which adhere to the rule of law and democratic values, and citizenship being
impaired by the systematic violation of rights, violence, injustice and impunity; Caldeira and
Holston 1999, p.692) is associated with greater risks to life and bodily integrity. These risks
unsettle the lives of marginalized people and many functionings become insecure (Wolff and
De-Shalit 2013), serving to aggravate existing disadvantages and creating new ones. For
instance, the ‘choice’ of Lena and some participants in Borges’ (2012) study to become
unemployed in order to reduce risks strongly compromised their capacities to support
themselves and their families. In Sao Jorge, community events were cancelled after a
confrontation between criminal organizations and the police, resulting in five deaths in a
single evening (Queiroz 2019). In favelas, especially when there are armed conflicts between
drug dealers and the police, people miss work children miss classes (or classes interrupted)

because one cannot leave home or school in the middle of gunfire (Ferreira 2015).

Crime and violence in public places on which people depend will impinge a poor
person’s capacity to sustain fertile functionings (e.g. being educated). Violence can trap
people in deprivation because they may be unable to improve their socio-economic condition
or capacities for socially transformative agency. The headmaster of a school in Sao Jorge

recounted numerous violent episodes (intimidation, fights, robberies) in and around the
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school affecting both students and teachers. In Manaus and Belém, assaults in public schools,

and robberies on buses are commonplace.

Experiences of violence are inherently unpredictable, despite considerable daily
efforts of those living in violent contexts to avoid falling victim (M. Cavalcanti 2006; Farias
2007). During the first author’s fieldwork, the bakery in front of the house she was staying in
was assaulted one morning, leaving its owner dead and two staff members seriously
wounded. This surprised many because the immediate area was not thought of as dangerous
by local people. Moreover, the morning is generally considered a safe time to be out and
about. This atmosphere of uncertainty increases the sensation of lack of control over one’s
life, contributing to an overall climate of fear that can lead to disconnection with other people

(Ferreira 2015).

Finally, the ‘anti-poor’ approach of the police in Rio’s favelas (Farias 2007), is also a
reality in Manaus (Riccio et al. 2016), and they largely fail to earn the trust of disadvantaged
people. Indeed, police violence in Sao Jorge was not uncommon. A resident described: ““/
once saw the police beating a young black guy in front of my house for no reason. He was
approached by two policemen that had asked him for his ID, and before he was able to get it
to show them, the policemen started to beat him badly. I know this boy and his family. I know

he is not involved with crime”.

Inequity and the erosion of trust<B>

“Nowadays, I never say hello to people when I am walking in the streets or taking the bus”,

said Ivonete, who lived in Alvorada, a low-income neighborhood next to Sao Jorge.
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The fear and anxiety generated by the perceived risk of being killed, harmed or being
robbed affects not only daily routines but also how people interact with each other. Ivonete is
no longer accustomed to saying hello to people on the streets or in public spaces because she
fears this might lead to an unwanted close encounter and risk of harm. Related changes in
daily conduct and their impacts on neighbourhood social structures are illustrated in Figure 1.
Proximity to others was a source of apprehension to many of the research participants in Sao
Jorge. People worried that sharing information and experiences with others could be used for
doing maldagem (harm) by those with ‘bad’ intentions. Interactions were therefore permeated
by caution and distance, sometimes being close to a total withdrawal from social life as in the
cases of Maria and Envira. This has clearly negative consequences for recognition and

therefore affects both self-actualization and the quality of societal relations.

Wariness is understandable, especially because criminal acts can occur even in
unlikely public places. Fear of violent robberies in Sdo Jorge means, for example, that local
shopkeepers diminish their interactions with customers. Typically, owners fortify storefronts,
close off public access to the inside, and serve customers through an iron grill, picking items
from the shelves behind them. One such shop owner said that he had been robbed and
assaulted many times before and had then fortified his shop because it was the only way to
avoid being targeted again. These examples illustrate the social implications of daily
struggles to avoid violence in Manaus, sharing commonalities with life in other violent and

unequal metropolises (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010).

The distrust of others and reducing social interactions erodes the capacity for
affiliation, which is based on trust, belonging, respect and equity. Unfortunately, becoming

distrustful emerges from our study as one of the ‘precautions’ people employ to improve their
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personal security. Distrust can also exacerbate existing problems associated with inequality
and class conflicts because people become fearful and strangers to one another, which
reinforces social differentiation, stigmatization and discrimination (Gilligan 2000; Farmer
2004; Garmany 2014). The negative impacts of inequity on affiliation are also prominent in
discourses that highlight the global tendency for increasing social inequities and heightened

inter-class differences (Bourdieu 2002a; Sayer 2014).

The uneven distribution of rights and resources serve as vivid indicators that select
groups with higher social status are more entitled than others to have rights. In highly unequal
societies, it is common for disadvantaged people to internalise the association of violence
with personal failures to accept or improve their socioeconomic circumstances rather than
linking violence with structural inequities (Caldeira 2000; Holston 2008). In other words, the
manifestation of symbolic violence (see related linkages between structural factors, symbolic
violence and constrained capabilities in Figure 1). Hence, Joelson attempts to explain why

people commit crimes, saying;

1 don’t really know why people become robbers. You can see that in the poorest areas
of Sdo Jorge, there are loads of robbers, but there are loads of good and honest people
as well. It makes me think about why that happens. If it was because of poverty, then
everybody that lives there should be robbers, because everybody there is poor. I think
those that go for the crime are opportunistic, they don’t want to work hard, and they

are lazy and jealous of others. They want to have what others have without working

hard for it.

Like Joelson, Maura also believed that if someone is or wants to be a decent person

and 1s willing to work hard then they don’t need to take the ‘easy’ routes. When describing
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her life trajectory, Maura highlighted many times what a hard-working and ‘correct’ person
she has been. However, Maura did not escape related prejudice. She had been verbally
abused and humiliated by a neighbor for ‘looking like’ a potential thief when actually she had
gone round to deliver cosmetics to the neighbor's sister. Neither Joelson, Maura or the
majority of the research participants questioned the social conditions that often force people
to take the so-called ‘easy routes’, such as drug trafficking, stealing and robbery, or
prostitution. References to the caminho facil (easy path) or jeito facil de ganhar a vida (easy
way of winning in life [by earning money]) signify dishonest ways of making money which
are perceived not to require the effort and dedication required by ‘decent’ employment. This
exemplifies how symbolic violence operates (Bourdieu 1989, 2002b), obfuscating the
awareness of deep structural inequities such as around access to good education, employment
and justice. These experiences are not always articulated yet felt in many ways by the least

advantaged, including a lack of opportunities in young adulthood.

Positing personal traits and characteristics as the reasons for committing a crime or
succeeding (or not) in escaping poverty is a widespread argument in unequal societies, such
as Brazil (Caldeira 2000; Holston 2008; Garmany 2014). Because poverty is widely
criminalized, this exerts great pressure on the poor that, in order to have their worth
recognised by others, feel the constant need to ‘prove’ that their improved living conditions
are the fruits of their hard work and decent character. Hence, that they have not come the
‘easy way’(Caldeira, 2000). There are racialized dimensions to these notions of ‘bad’
character. The manauara working class, like that of many cities in Latin America, is
composed of ‘new kinds of people’, emerging from the intermingling of Indigenous,
European and Afro-descendant heritages (Salomon and Schwartz 1999). The existence of

people who combine multiple heritages has challenged and continues to challenge (post-
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)colonial hierarchies based on clear distinctions between discrete racial categories. These
categories support the historic and contemporary perception of creolized people as being evil

or 'of bad character' (Caiizares-Esguerra 2009).

Violence as a cause and effect of capability failures<B>

We identify negative feedbacks through which urban violence can lead to more violence, as
shown in Figure 1. First, violence contributes to the weakening of neighbourhood social
structures, limiting opportunities for solidarity and cooperation, thereby exacerbating changes
in social norms, low social accountability, and discriminatory social processes. Second,
exposure to violence leads some young people to become violent by constraining central
capabilities of emotions, affiliation and bodily integrity. We draw on Gilligan’s (2000)
proposition that violent behavior and crimes arise from the psycho-pathological roots of
hidden shame (the opposite of dignity), which severely damages an individual's self-esteem
and self-worth. For Gilligan, violence should be seen as a language that expresses the

incapacity of the perpetrators to articulate what they feel and think.

Social structures of mutual recognition (e.g. networks, informal institutions) are
crucial for fostering personal development and the quality of relationships with others and,
overall, these systems strongly shape the levels of violence within societies (Honneth 1995;
Gilligan 2000). Inequalities of opportunities, material wealth or access to rights serve as
constant reminders that individual worth is measured by social position (Marmot 2004;
Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). In highly unequal societies, low social status can impair
someone’s capacity to establish healthy relationships with others, breeding feelings of rage,
shame, indignity, and distrust. These feelings, if not properly addressed, can manifest

destructively as aggressive and violent acts (Honneth 1995). Gilligan (2000) and Marmot
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(2004) argue that shame is not caused by poverty or deprivation in an absolute sense, but

relative deprivation because this undermines dignity, self-respect and pride.

Bodily integrity is essential to a dignified life (Honneth 1995; Nussbaum 2013) and is
clearly threatened by violence. These authors concur that violating bodily integrity is the
most profound way to destroy a person's dignity, self-confidence and self-respect, with
consequences for individual capacities to self-actualize and engage with others. Fear of
physical violence can be paralyzing and reinforce distrust and symbolic violence, leading to
wariness of people outside of close family and friends, and therefore ultimately limiting self-
realization. Consequently, living with everyday disadvantage and the risk of violence can

severely constrain capabilities even if someone is not directly affected by physical violence.

Brazil’s young democracy has, on paper, expanded legal rights to all its citizens.
However, the state and its institutions continue to privilege the most advantaged and neglect
the least advantaged, a process Holston (2008) describes as ‘differentiated citizenship’. Social
inequities remain largely unchanged and most metropolises in Brazil are violent (Cerqueira et
al. 2019). Although the causes of violence are complex and contested, there is broad
agreement that violence disproportionately affects people from lower social classes (Gilligan
2000, Marmot 2004, Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). However, the situation is worse still for
the North and North-East of Brazil, historically neglected regions which are the poorest in the
country. For example, roughly half (48.8%) of children in the North live in poverty,

compared to 21.5% in the Southeast (Cerqueira et al. 2019).

Stark social inequities and weak and largely unaccountable state institutions impair
the lives of the urban poor in Manaus, and other Brazilian metropolises. Not surprisingly,

perhaps, these cities have become fertile locations for violence, the drug economy and other
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illicit activities with links to violence. Multi-dimensional deprivation in Amazonian cities
fosters increasing drug consumption, dealing and recruitment into drug-linked criminal
organizations (Machado 2001). Urban violence in Amazonia has escalated this century,
overtaking the Southeast (Cerqueira et al. 2019). In the decade following the foundation of
Familia do Norte criminal group in 2006, the homicide rate in Manaus rose 54% (Drugowick
and Pereda 2019). The Brazilian experience resonates with broader arguments that the
underlying structural causes of violence are social inequities, deprivation and defective
policing, including how this perpetuates the drug economy (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006;

Wilkinson and Pickett 2010).

Policy and police reform<B>

Police brutality and abuse of power over the most disadvantaged is widespread in Brazil,
particularly in deprived neighborhoods in large cities (Wacquant 2008; Paes-Machado and
Noronha 2002). This is laid bare by the estimated 3,148 people killed by Brazilian police
during the first half of 2020 (Velasco et al. 2020). The judiciary and the country’s state police
forces epitomise major discrepancies between democratic rules and the institutional practices
which disrupt them (Caldeira 2000; L.M.L Ribeiro 2013). Costa (2011) argues that police in
Latin America tend to have enormous discretionary power in their interaction with the
population, in spite of attempts to legally limit their activities. They contend that policing
practices reflect and perpetuate structures of domination and a model of social control which
is permeated by a logic of social exclusion, racism and spatial segregation. In post-
dictatorship Brazil, police apparatus moved into the hands of state governors and became

integral to institutional arrangements which strengthen political elites. Recent work in
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‘Southern criminology’ also highlights the legacy of U.S. support of authoritarian policing in

Brazil from the 1960s through 1980s (R.P. Cavalcanti and Garmany 2020).

Paradoxically, though few Brazilians trust the police, there is popular support for
police violence. Only 17-18% of the Brazilian population trust the civil and military police,
(CRISP 2012), with distrust attributed to perceived bias, inefficiency and corruption (L.M.L.
Ribeiro 2013). Support for police violence against suspected criminals is, however,
widespread across social classes. This includes the working class who, along with black
people, are the principal victims of police violence (Paes-Machado and Noronha 2002).
Caldeira’s explanation (2000; 2002) is that working class people often believe violent
repression and punishment to be the solution to crime due to historical state disrespect for
civil rights, low confidence in the justice system and the aforementioned perception that
criminality reflects weak character and personal failures. Evidently, disadvantaged Brazilians
are often denied their right to live safely, although this is guaranteed by the Brazilian
Constitution which asserts that public security is the State’s duty and a right of all citizens.
The Program for Public Security with Citizenship (PRONASCI), created in 2007, was an
attempt by policy-makers to reconcile security issues with human rights through legislation to
reform police training, strengthening police links with communities, modernizing the prison
system, increasing societal participation in security-related decisions and creating social

programs to prevent violence (Oliveira and Rocha 2014).

Amazonas State attempted to institutionalize PRONASCTI’s reforms through new
neighbourhood police patrols; ‘Ronda do Bairro’. The program focused on preventive
policing, interaction with citizens, technology and better integration between the military and

civil police (Riccio et al. 2016). Although interventions such as Ronda do Bairro or police
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pacification units in Rio de Janeiro claim to be progressive in design, they face familiar
struggles on-the-ground. Most importantly, local policing continues to embody corrupt and
discriminatory practices including abuse of power, stigmatization of the poor and black
people, and a resistance to accept or adopt more humanistic approaches towards security
issues (L.M.L. Ribeiro 2013). Consequently, these initiatives remain controversial and have

largely failed to reduce crime (Drugowick and Pereda 2019).

The police and judiciary continue to reproduce the ‘anti-poor approach’, as can be
inferred by the profile of the Amazonas prison population. Forty percent of those incarcerated
are under 25 years old (MJSP 2016), 75% did not attend secondary school (an indication of
poverty), and 68% of prisoners are pre-trial ‘provisional’ detainees (Gavirati 2018). The latter
problem reflects judicial slowness in processing cases, and limited access to legal defence.
Amazonas has one of the country’s lowest numbers of ‘public defenders’ available to

represent prisoners (Secretaria-Geral 2015).

Current prospects for achieving more humanistic public security policy and practices
in Brazil remain gloomy. President Jair Bolsonaro has incentivised repression and violence
and has weakened the already fragile institutional mechanisms for controlling the police. In
2019 he proposed a legal reform to removing the police and army’s obligation to buy
ammunition with batch numbers, making it harder to trace deadly shots from the police or
army (Globo 2020). The crime prevention package proposed by Sergio Mouro, when
Minister of Justice, was criticised for increasing the severity of criminal punishment, enabling
imprisonment earlier on in the judicial process and expanding the situations in which police
violence against suspected criminals is deemed justifiable (Senado Noticias 2019). The

challenges in overcoming anti-democratic and exclusionary practices within Brazil’s security
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apparatus appear intractable and go beyond policy or the judiciary. Sharing similarities with
Desmond and Western (2018, p.308)'s analysis in the U.S., the existence of “close links
between poverty, poor health, violence, and incarceration point to a type of compounded

disadvantage that grows out of a vast failure of social policy and state neglect”.

Conclusions<A>

Considering development as “a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”, as
proposed by (Sen 1999, p.1), we find metropolitan development in Amazonia has failed to
deliver. The Amazonian urban working class’ material standards of living might have
improved, but this has not been translated into improved urban life and individual capacities
for beings and doings. Manaus’ ten-fold population growth in half a century reflects the
aspirations of many poor Amazonians to achieve a better life, yet the well-being of the city’s
least advantaged appears to be in decline. Inequities in Manaus and other Latin American
cities shape the chances of experiencing material deprivation and opportunities and exposure
to symbolic and physical violence. This violence, in turn, contributes to constrained
capabilities, shame and indignity, and limits potential for self-realization. These negative
feedbacks between constrained capabilities and weakened neighbourhood social structures
are shown in Figure 1. In capitalist societies where success and personal value is usually
measured through one’s capacity for wealth accumulation, it comes to stand in for people’s
worth. Related inequities then influence how people feel about themselves and how they
relate to each other (Gilligan 2000; Bourdieu 2002a; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). We have
argued these class tensions act in complex ways to constrain individual capabilities, disrupt

societal recognition and perpetuate violence.
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A major finding was that fear of violence corrodes the capacity for affiliation, leading
to social isolation. We argue that this fear underpins a cluster of corrosive disadvantage
(Wolff and De-Shalit 2013), which reflects and reinforces structural inequities (Gilligan
2000). The dramatic impacts of violence on relations of mutual recognition in poor
neighborhoods in Manaus resonates with research showing how these clusters of
disadvantage can strengthen discriminatory processes and erode social trust and cohesion
(Caldeira 2000). Speaking to a global development discourse, our findings provide empirical
support for claims that increases in monetary income do not change oppressive structures
(Sen 1999; Wolff and De-Shalit 2013). Instead, we show that manauaras have responded to
growing threats to bodily integrity by severely restricting their movements and social
interactions in a bid to preserve even a minimal sense of security. These precautions are
costly, causing the sensation for many of ‘living in a prison’. Accordingly, our article builds
on work in Latin America showing that the fear of violence severely restricts life and living,
reducing the poor’s capacity for agency and to affect change in their own reality (Koonings

and Krujit 2007; Kerstenetzky and Santos 2009).

Efforts to resuscitate the social life of more deprived neighborhoods in Manaus could
confer multiple benefits for individual capacities to be and do. Achieving this is non-trivial,
given that many manauaras now perceive social interactions as risks instead of empowering.
Evidently, the real and perceived risks of violence impinge on the capacity of individuals to
control their destinies (Hojman and Miranda 2018). Our field interviews repeatedly
demonstrated how violence shapes everyday decisions in Manaus. To avoid danger and
preserve bodily integrity, manauaras are often compelled to change their daily conduct — and
deepen their disadvantage — by quitting jobs, avoiding leisure activities and withdrawing

from neighborhood social life.
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We believe that our theoretically-informed study significantly advances current
scholarship on Manaus. However, more research is needed into the lived experiences of
595 violence in other disadvantaged, under-studied urban contexts in Brazil (sensu Garmany
2011). We are encouraged by the growing body of research on violence in Amazonian
metropolises, which is predominantly health-centric and addresses violence against women
(e.g. Santos 2011) and the rise of drug-dealing and its relationship with public security
(Riccio et al. 2016). Nevertheless, related social science scholarship in Amazonia is scant.
600 This is problematic because designing fair and effective policies to reduce violence requires

an understanding of its complex contextual and social causes.

In conclusion, by analyzing the well-being of Amazonian urban working-class
citizens using the CA and the notion of corrosive disadvantage, we have shown how threats
of violence are corrosive and compose a cluster of disadvantage by profoundly impacting

605 central capabilities including emotions, bodily integrity and affiliation. In Figure 1, we show
how this cluster of disadvantage reflects deep social inequities in Manaus, impinges on
individual freedoms and perpetuates the uneven distribution of rights and resources. The fear
of violence constrains free, safe movement and limits the abilities of manauaras to enjoy
recreational time, be employed, educated and participate in social life. The novel contribution

610 of our paper is advancing understanding of the social basis and impacts of violence through a
nuanced understanding of well-being which accounts for individual capacities and political-
economic structures. In understanding the causes and consequences of the violence occurring
in Latin American metropolises, we emphasize the importance of considering how
disadvantaged people feel about themselves, relate to others and are able to decide how to

615 conduct their daily lives. We found that the omnipresent threat of violence in a poor

neighbourhood in Manaus reinforces widespread views that violence and criminality mainly
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result from character flaws. Logically, then, forceful punishment and state violence becomes
one of the only apparent solutions (Caldeira 2000; Gilligan 2000; Holston 2008). This may
help explain the election of Jair Bolsonaro as Brazil’s President, whose 2018 campaign
agenda sidestepped human rights and poverty alleviation, and pledged increased punishment
and unrestrained police force against criminals, and public freedoms to carry guns. Bolsonaro
was elected by 55% of the Brazilian voters, including 66% of manauaras eligible to vote (G1
AM 2018). During Bolsonaro's presidency, state-sanctioned violence against marginalized
social groups in Brazil has increased. Combined with infamous failures of governance in
Manaus during the COVID-19 pandemic, violence in all its forms continues to the erode the

vital capacities of disadvantaged people in this rainforest metropolis.
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