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ABSTRACT 

 

Memorializing Past and Present:  

the Case of the Valongo Wharf in Rio de Janeiro 

 

by 

 

João Gabriel Rabello Sodré 

 

 In a conjuncture of Brazil’s growing economy and increasing presence at the world 

stage, private companies in collaboration with the local government started a billion-dollar 

renovation of Rio de Janeiro’s port area, aiming at reviving an allegedly decadent and deserted 

district. According to the proposal published by the public-private partnership, the re-

urbanization of the conveniently-located area could foster the development of real estate 

enterprises and leisure sites for a city ahead of the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games. 

The novelty of the operation, however, would soon contrast with the uncovering of an old 

slave wharf and adjacent structures, which were part of a global slave trade hub between the 

second half of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth century. While the 

Valongo Wharf complex has since then become a significant site for Black activists, scholars 

and locals, having gained global notoriety with its classification as a World Heritage Site by 

the UNESCO in 2017, efforts toward its memorialization have not only been overshadowed 

by the neighboring private-sponsored enterprise, but also by the broader, long-lasting and 

often denied structural racism that permeates different levels of Brazilian society.  This thesis 

examines the significance of the Valongo complex in the context of Brazil’s racial history and 
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I argue that ruins have served as an incentive for the re-reading of history from the perspective 

of marginalized Black populations as well as a stage for current-day social activism against 

social and racial inequality, serving as an alternative archive that articulates grassroots 

organizations which memorialize the site. By doing it so, I also examine the diasporic contours 

of the Valongo case, which allow not only a transnational analysis on Black solidarity, but 

also the examination of the local tensions between the State and Afro-Brazilians. Methods-

wise, this work includes ethnographic research descriptive of subaltern voices which attempt 

to affirm and preserve the site’s history, while promoting the alternative repositories of history 

that support their claims. As examined on this thesis, the ruins of the Valongo not only 

constitute a historical site but also stimulate the acknowledgement of centuries of struggles of 

Afro-populations, which have been subjected to enslavement and, after abolition, lack of 

access to services, housing, among other fundamental rights, being to this date targeted by 

institutionalized racism, often denied and neglected by discourses of colorblindness. As a site 

of history and memory, the Valongo is one of the many pieces of the African Diaspora, 

contributing to a transnational global diasporic imaginary that seeks to challenge Eurocentric 

discourses and histories, while centering the agency of Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Latin 

Americans in the formation of present-day societies, in spite the challenges arising from their 

structural and historical marginalization. 
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Introduction 

Amidst Brazil’s promising socio-economic growth and rising global prominence, 

which included the award to host two major sports events – the 2014 FIFA World Cup and 

the 2016 Olympic Games –, the City of Rio de Janeiro launched a public-private partnership 

which sought to renovate the city’s port area.  A private consortium of companies was selected 

through a public bid to re-urbanize and maintain an entire district for fifteen years, being 

accountable for management and maintenance tasks such as the construction of new 

sidewalks, the replacement of asphalt, the installation of new utilities, and the provision of 

basic services as vital as trash collection and public lighting (Cardoso 2013; Gonçalves 2013). 

As part of the funding structure, the City of Rio issued Certificates of Additional Construction 

Potential (CEPACs); tradeable titles which allow purchasing parties to build taller buildings 

in the port area – authorizing fifty-story buildings in specific blocks –, all of which were 

purchased by state-run bank Caixa Econômica Federal for R$ 3.5 billion in June 2011; 

approximately US$ 2 billion at the time (Sánchez & Broudehoux 2013). One of the lively 

documents published by the enterprise, edited in both English and Portuguese as an attempt 

to describe the project to a global audience, states that one of the purposes of the urbanistic 

intervention was to increase the port area’s population “from 32 thousand to 100 thousand 

inhabitants in 10 years” (Porto Maravilha 2016). Another source states that “cities around the 

world have awakened to the new paradigm of sustainable development, where the new frontier 

is the occupation of vacant spaces” (Porto Maravilha 2011). 

 Alongside the privatization of public space, a privatized security program funded by 

an association of businessmen, consisting of specific patrol units that focus exclusively on 

certain neighborhoods, was extended to the port area with the installment of a patrol unit in a 
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visible point at the region’s landmark square, Praça Mauá, enlarging a private-led model of 

security and control (De Lisio & Rabello Sodré 2018). On the same square, new museums 

were established, including the “Museum of Tomorrow,” funded by Santander, IBM as well 

as the Fundação Roberto Marinho, a private foundation connected to Brazil’s largest media 

conglomerate. The museum was designed by celebrity-architect Santiago Calatrava, ahead of 

contemporary works such as the World Trade Center Terminal and its emblematic “Oculus,” 

in Manhattan, and was erected over a concrete pier, overlooking Rio’s Guanabara Bay. West 

of the museum, a viaduct, built in the 1960s and once a symbol of modernity, was demolished 

in 2013 and replaced by an underground car tunnel, over which a promenade, later named 

Olympic Boulevard, was constructed. On the day of the demolition, mayor Eduardo Paes 

stated to the local press: “The city, we know, has spent a long time without being able to look 

ahead. I think Rio is being reborn here...a lot of things started here. Samba started here, there 

is a lot of history here”1 (Torres et al 2013).  

The boulevard soon became the new commons of the city and was added as one of the 

official Olympic sites not only as part of the event’s marathon, but also as a merchandise spot, 

where sponsors would sell their products during the games to the public, which would be 

visiting the newly-renovated area and watching – at no (direct) cost – the expensive sports 

events on a large screen placed close to the Museum of Tomorrow. The walls of warehouses 

were painted with graffiti murals by graffiti celebrities, among them Brazilian artist Eduardo 

                                                 
1 “A cidade, a gente sabe, passou muito tempo sem capacidade de olhar para frente. Acho 

que aqui o Rio renasce. O Centro da cidade é o local mais importante. Essa região aí é uma 

região fantástica e completamente abandonada, bem no meio do Rio de Janeiro. Aqui 

começou muita coisa. O samba começou aqui, aqui tem muita história. Muito legal a gente 

poder ver a cidade renascendo e acho que isso é um símbolo muito forte desse renascimento. 

Acho que o sol agora vai surgir na Rodrigues Alves e nunca sai da Rodrigues Alves.”  
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Kobra, whose work also marks other warehouse brick walls of major global cities, among 

them New York and Tokyo. “Todos somos um (etnias)” – “We are all one (ethnicities),” oddly 

translated as “All Are One” by the artist’s official website, suggesting a semantic distortion 

(Kobra 2019) –, a 3,000 square-meter mural, which depicts indigenous persons of African, 

Native American and Asian descent. As per the artist’s official website, “For [sic] Rio mural, 

inspired by the message of unity conveyed by the five Olympic rings, he decided to join the 

representatives of five tribes, one from each continent. Thus, Huli (Oceania), the Mursi 

(Africa), the Kayin (Asia), Supi (Europe) and the Tapajos (Americas) have become 

protagonists of the colossal painting, highlight of Olympic Boulevard area” (ibidem).  The 

colorful depiction of an imagined multicultural world, echoing the globalizing trends of the 

1990s, may raise different critical approaches, from the commodification of graffiti, an 

otherwise subaltern form of art, to the representation of long-lasting ideologies that attempt to 

erase racial discussions by suggesting that race does not exist and that “in the end, we are all 

human beings.” Nonetheless, another approach could consider the potential transnational 

connections offered by an alternative global Rio de Janeiro, opposed to the mainstream one 

materialized by Kobra’s mural. Recently-uncovered stone ruins have echoed histories of slave 

trade, slavery and racism, calling for the retelling of history from the perspective of 

marginalized groups, while also serving as an important symbol for the current agenda of 

historically-marginalized social groups, notably Black Brazilians and Afro-populations across 

the globe.   
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Figure 1: The tram on the Olympic Boulevard and the mural “Ethnicities,” signed by 

Eduardo Kobra (picture by João G. Rabello Sodré). 

 

A group of researchers, motivated by the comprehensive urbanistic intervention in the 

area, organized to conduct excavations on a specific site close to the epicenter of the project 

(Lima et al 2014). Though historical records pointed out to the existence of a slave complex 

on that site, only in the 2010s an archeological excavation occurred in the area (Lima et al 

2014; Soares 2018). The exposure of the ruins of an old slave wharf, and the extraction of 

several objects, led to the elaboration of a report by the Brazilian body accountable for 

historical preservation, the IPHAN, according to which over 900,000 individuals have been 

disembarked in the area known as Valongo (IPHAN 2016). The document was subsequently 

submitted to the UNESCO, which designated the ruins as a World Heritage Site (UNESCO 

2017). The inclusion by the international organization has emphasized Rio’s history in global 
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terms, exposing transnational connections that transcended imaginaries of the stereotypical 

carnivalesque happiness to which the city has been commonly associated. Though slave trade 

and slavery have been addressed by copious literature, historicizing this site is key to 

understanding why specifically the Valongo, object of this introduction, became an important 

slave wharf at the height of global slave trade and, more recently, site of remembrance and 

social activism, with a transnational potential. In this introduction I intend to (1) address the 

formation of the Valongo site as an important global slave trade hub during the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries; (2) present a an overview of Brazilian racial relations in the 

context of the Americas, addressing policies that attempted to enforce those structures; and 

(3) contextualize the re-emergence of the Valongo in contemporary times, moment when 

social and racial rights acquired in the 2000s and early 2010s are under scrutiny by a 

conservative administration, fostering activists to recall and retell histories of exploitation and 

marginalization.   

The Emergence and Decline of the Valongo 

Starting with Rio’s position as a global slave trade hub, such status was not reached 

upon the city’s foundation in 1565. In fact, the city’s political and economic importance only 

increased in the eighteenth century due to its strategic position for military purposes, making 

it an ideal place for a local seat of government (Bicalho 2003: 84), but most fundamentally 

due to the expansion of a mineral extraction economy in inner provinces, such as Minas 

Gerais, which demanded the flow of commodities to the coastal area, fostering the growth of 

the municipality’s port area (Needell 1984). In 1763, in view of such strategic traits that 

favored economic and administrative control, the Portuguese crown determined the 

transference of the colonial capital from Salvador, located in the more distant Northeastern 
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region of Brazil, to Rio de Janeiro, in the Southeast; a change that marked the above-

mentioned economic shift (Bergad 2007:132-164). The growth of the extraction of valuable 

minerals and the development of new crops in the nineteenth century, notably coffee, 

demanded more workforce (Klein & Luna 2010:35-73) and hundreds of thousands of new 

enslaved workers were trafficked to Brazil.  Although estimates of an approximate number of 

enslaved persons brought to the Americas vary, a multi-campus tool developed by Emory 

University, UC Irvine, UC Santa Cruz and Harvard University compute data obtained by 

various scholars into a single database, titled Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, according 

to which about five million individuals were trafficked to Brazil between the early 1500s and 

mid-nineteenth century (TASTD 2019). While this quantitative approach exposes the 

monstrous dimension of slave trade, it has been criticized for (1) creating a structure in which 

the human dimension is not duly expressed; (2) relying on data on the premises that it is 

entirely reliable; and (3) disregarding contraband, a relevant practice in the Iberian-American 

context (Ferreira & Seijas 2018).  Regardless of its possible flaws, the estimates corroborate 

the fact that most enslaved persons came to Latin America, where they were distributed to a 

diverse range of areas in the subregion (Andrews 2018; Putnam 2018).  Moreover, the TASTD 

has also allowed researchers to map trade routes, revealing an intricate trans-continental 

system, with multiple layers and networks, but also determinable links from Angola to 

Cartagena and Veracruz, from Luanda and Benguela to Rio, among other important Trans-

Atlantic connections (Putnam 2018).  



 

 7 

 

Figure 2: Overview of the Valongo Wharf ruins 

 

There are at least four factors for such influx of enslaved persons to Brazil. The first 

one involves Portugal’s early colonization of Atlantic islands, establishment of trade outposts 

in continental Africa and use of slave workforce in such insular areas, which granted the 

Portuguese a dominant position in the Atlantic, leading to the forced transportation of 

hundreds of thousands of persons to the Americas, including to Spanish possessions (Ferreira 

& Seijas 2018). The second aspect involves the direct connection between coastal Africa and 

the Brazilian seashore – that is, instead of a triangular trade system, such as the one 

implemented in other colonies, namely North American ones, the Portuguese colonial 

outposts in both South America and Africa favored a direct and efficient exchange of goods 

between the two sides of the Atlantic (Klein & Luna 2010:66). Such system also encompassed 

an intricate slave trade network in Africa itself, where European merchants exchanged textiles 

from India for enslaved persons, contributing to the intensification of slave trade between the 
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two continents (Ferreira & Seijas 2018). The third factor, correlated to the previous ones, 

involves Rio’s position as a hub for the transshipment of enslaved persons, in which it was a 

key port in what has been designated as “trans-imperial slave trade” (Ferreira & Seijas 

2018:35); a long land and maritime route which connected East and West Africa, from where 

ships would transport enslaved persons from the African coast to Rio, finally transshipping 

them to Spanish-administered Buenos Aires, from where many of these persons would be 

reallocated to the profitable mines of Potosí, in present-day Bolivia. Given its significance to 

global slave trade, Rio de Janeiro became, in eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the largest 

port of entry for enslaved persons in Brazil (Conrad 1985:34-65). Finally, another aspect that 

places Rio in a global historical context and that corroborates its intense activity and decline 

in the period comprised between the second half of the eighteenth century and the first decades 

of the nineteenth century, is the correlation between slavery and European industrialization. 

Scholars such as Eric Williams argue that the slave system contributed to the accumulation of 

capital in Europe, initially supporting the Industrial Revolution but later becoming less 

profitable than the industrial economy, which would eventually lead to its abolishment 

(Bergad 2007:132-164). Portugal and England have been allied since the fourteenth century, 

making this pact, except for a few interruptions, the oldest still-existing alliance in the world 

(Prestage 1934). In different moments this relationship was ratified, as it was the case of 1808, 

when a decree issued by Portugal, then facing an imminent invasion from Napoleon, with its 

court re-based in Rio, conceded to end the colonial trade monopoly held with Brazil, allowing 

other states to engage in direct trade in Brazilian ports, benefiting the industrialized British. 

In 1810, Portugal, reflecting the growing presence of the British in Rio, authorized the 

Anglican church to function in private houses and buildings with non-ecclesiastical façades 
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(Weaver 1952). Later, in 1811, an Anglican cemetery was established in Rio’s port area 

(Figueiredo 2011). 

The growing influx of black persons, many of them arriving deceased or in a terminal 

health condition, became a nuisance to Rio de Janeiro’s elites, leading to logistical changes 

that led to the establishment of the Valongo. The issue was soon addressed by the local 

authority, the Marquis of Lavradio, who determined the transference of the slave wharf to a 

more discreet location in 1774: the Valongo site (Conrad 1985:34-65; Lara 1997; Soares 

2018). Conrad (1985:58-59) transcribes an excerpt of a letter written in 1779 by the marquis 

to his successor, in which the administrator states that “there was a terrible practice in this 

city, as soon as the negroes disembarked coming from the African coast, of taking them 

through the main streets not only carrying many diseases, but also undressed...my decision 

was to determine that the slaves should be sent in boats, as soon as disembarking in customs, 

to an area known as Valongo, in the suburbs of the city, separated from any contact; there, 

many markets and warehouses should be used to host them.”  Just as the marquis had foreseen, 

the Valongo site became not only a slave wharf, but rather a complex of slavery-related 

facilities, which included markets in which men, women and children would be sold, as well 

as a lazaretto (a quarantine facility for ill enslaved persons) and burial grounds. Such burial 

grounds even had some degree of specialization, as it was the case of the Cemitério dos Pretos 

Novos, or Cemetery of the Newly-Arrived Blacks, where those who died upon their arrival 

would be buried (Lima 2018), or, more precisely, dumped (Soares 2018), until its closure with 

the issuance of an anti-slave trade law in 1831 (Honorato 2018).  
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Figure 3: The close-yet-far Valongo area. 

 

A digital map from the Imagine Rio project, developed by Rice University in 

partnership with Axis Maps, based on a myriad of historical sources, demonstrates the relative 

proximity of the Valongo to the city center, where main public buildings, such as the 

governor’s house (Paço), were located (Imagine Rio 2019).  The Valongo complex was, thus, 

simultaneously “near and far from downtown” (Pinheiro & Rabha apud Broudehoux & 

Monteiro 2017), which means that it at some extent attempted to hide the destructive 

machinery of slavery from the eyes of the elites while being conveniently close enough to the 

city center.  

Following the official outlawing of the importation of enslaved persons in 1831 – 

though it continued to occur illegally in the following decades (Conrad 1985:90-117; Galotti 

& Grinberg 2018; Soares 2018) – the Valongo complex declined and a new function had to 

be found for the once busy wharf. Brazil’s independence, declared by the son of the 

Portuguese king in 1822, established a monarchical regime, which required, as usual, arranged 

marriages following sumptuous celebrations at the expenses of the populace. In 1843 a new 
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dock was built over the Valongo and named “Wharf of the Empress,” marking the arrival of 

Princess Teresa Cristina of the Two Sicilies, in view of her marriage to Dom Pedro II (Lima 

et al 2016; Soares 2018). Lima et al (2016) cite a report from a local authority, who displayed 

their excitement with the historical and social cleansing promoted by the makeover: “the old 

dirty beach of Valongo has just been converted into an elegant square...after the construction 

of the Empress’ Wharf2.” Further urban modifications were adopted at the turn of the century, 

as part of a global urban renewal trend, which had its branch in major cities of the Global 

South.  

In the late nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century, colonial 

structures contrasted with the “civilizational” aesthetics of the Belle Époque, which had then 

reached Latin America in a form of cultural neo-colonialism (Almandoz 2002: 2). Aiming at 

fitting in such European standards, Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, among other Latin American 

capitals, implemented urban renovations inspired by Haussmann’s experience in Paris, with 

the construction of arborized avenues, opera houses and museums. In Rio, whose population 

increased from 235,000 inhabitants in 1870 to 522,000 individuals in 1890, multiple-family 

residences, indistinctly referred to as cortiços, became targets for authorities, on the grounds 

of their alleged poor hygiene and their association to diseases; a justification that masked 

social hygienist ideals (Vaz 1994).  The association of the colonial cityscape to anachronism 

and poor hygiene standards can be inferred by a 1903 report from commissioner Alfredo 

Américo de Souza Rangel to mayor Pereira Passos, in which the official argued that the city’s 

                                                 
2 The original statement transcribed by Lima et al (2016) from a 1843 report written by 

Henrique de Beaurepaire Rohan, director of Municipal Works: “a antiga imunda praia do 

Valongo acaba de converter-se em uma elegante praça, com a denominação de Municipal, 

depois da construção do Cais da Imperatriz.” 
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sanitation problems depended on the “remodeling of its buildings and, consequently, on the 

opening of large streets, replacing the current narrow, jammed, streets, without enough 

ventilation, without trees and with anti-hygienic buildings”3 (Rangel 1903). The 

memorandum also recommended expanding the access to the port area, regarded by the 

commissioner as an important part of maritime commerce which was inconveniently secluded 

by hills;4 a clear departure from the seventeenth-century idea of an opportune separation, then 

motivated by the commerce of enslaved persons. In the early twentieth century Rio’s port area 

was landfilled for the construction of a modernized port and remained as such until the 

beginning of the Porto Maravilha project, almost one hundred years later.  

 

Figure 4: Rio's landfilled port area in 1906 (red circle) and the Valongo site (red 

star). 

                                                 

3 “O problema do saneamento do Rio de Janeiro foi sempre considerado, por todas as 

autoridades que dele se têm ocupado, como dependendo em grande parte da remodelação 

arquitetônica da sua edificação e consequentemente da abertura de vias de comunicação 

amplas e arejadas em substituição das atuais ruas estreitas, sobrecarregadas de um tráfego 

intenso, sem ventilação bastante, sem árvores purificadoras, e ladeadas de prédios anti-

higiênicos.” 

4 “Outra necessidade urgente é a das comunicações com a zona da Prainha, Saúde e 

Gamboa, centro de comércio marítimo, separada da cidade por uma cadeia de morros.” 
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Overcoming Eurocentric Narratives: The Agency of Black Populations 

The historical contextualization brought to this point highlights the European narrative 

of dominance, some of its actors, and the maintenance of such structural in post-independence 

Brazil. However, enslaved persons and their descendants have resisted in both rural and urban 

contexts, by rebelling against the status quo imposed onto them, fostering the development of 

communities they lived, producing artistic contributions that have shaped their societies and 

forming social movements that aimed and still aim at denouncing their disenfranchisement 

and demanding rights. The attention to this alternative vision of history has been associated 

with a shift from a historical focus on miscegenation and slave labor to an emphasis on the 

contribution of Afro-Latin Americans to their societies, in which, through diasporic and 

cultural perspectives, they are regarded as “creative subjects contributing to their own 

experiences” (Offen 2018:488). Ferreira & Seijas (2018) contend that social historians, 

influenced by cultural anthropology, have been encouraged to move from analyses on cultural 

retention and creolization and to further reflect on the formation of communities and cultures 

in both African and American continents. The authors also argue that this historiographical 

current emphasizes the active participation of Afro-Latin Americans in the processes of 

emancipation and achievement of rights, departing from traditional perspectives that tend to 

concentrate on diplomatic narratives, such as the role of the United Kingdom in the 

abolishment of transnational slave trade in the nineteenth-century, or upper-class political 

events, such as the influence of independence and nation-building movements on issues of 

racial equality – in fact, as the scholars note, many independence movements across the 

Americas were not accompanied by structural changes in that regard (ibidem). Andrews 

(2018) states that in the 1800s most Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Cubans were still enslaved, but 
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people of color were gaining freedom or being born free in different parts of Latin America. 

These free individuals would engage in activities that raised their inclusion and resistance, 

whether by joining entities connected to the Catholic Church and the military or engaging in 

artisan labor, described by European travelers as a common profession among people of color. 

The author argues that the association, by whites, between manual labor and race, would create 

job opportunities for non-whites in artisanship tasks, allowing some of them to ascend to a 

low middle class. In similar lines, De La Fuente (2018) stresses that while manual labor could 

be regarded as inferior by Iberian colonizers, Africans brought with them arts and crafts skills 

and were key to the development of such niche in the Americas, participating in the assembly 

of panels in churches and other crafts relevant to the colonial cityscape. Which is to say that 

while colonial art is often associated to European imaginaries and depictions of the colonial 

world – even though such works have their value and contribute to significant analysis of 

colonial hierarchies – black populations themselves also engaged in execution of works of art, 

including colonial art itself. Even though slavery was a key component of societies in the 

Americas, the case of Brazil has its specificities due to the massive participation of enslaved 

persons in “nearly every position in 19th-century Brazilian society, including factory workers, 

skilled craftsmen, ranchers, sailors, whalers, couriers, plantation overseers, rented day-

laborers, miners and soldiers” (Baronov 2000:19). Nevertheless, even though manumission 

rates were high in Brazil, restrictions on the participation of freed persons of color in 

government, universities and in other positions remained an obstacle for a further social 

advancement (Andrews 2018). 

In the twentieth century, social movements resisted and pushed their agendas further 

ahead. In the 1960s and 1970s, global discussions on race, gender and sexuality gained 
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momentum with the emergence and consolidation of major social movements across the 

globe, ranging from women’s movements, to queer collectives and Black organizations, which 

celebrated a diasporic imaginary of a single African diaspora. Although the African Diaspora 

is heterogeneous, being subject to temporal and spatial contexts, the engagement of Black 

collectives across borders echoed the dynamic character of the diaspora, which is both 

condition and process, as Patterson & Kelley (2000) argue. Which is to say that the concept 

of diaspora goes beyond the common-sense notion of migration between or among locations, 

corresponding, in fact, to a much more complex process that involves different experiences of 

various diasporic groups in their hostlands, which, nevertheless, share a common trait: Afro-

diasporic groups have shaped such hostlands or, as the authors state, “racial capitalism, 

imperialism, and colonialism—the processes that created the current African diaspora—

shaped African culture(s) while transforming Western culture itself. In saying this, we are not 

speaking of the ‘black Atlantic’ as merely ‘countercultural,’ but as an integral part of die 

formation of the modern world as we know it” (Patterson & Kelley 2000:13). The African 

Diaspora has been, despite its marginalization, crucial for the formation of modern-day 

societies in the Americas in economic, cultural and political terms; a fact that fosters the 

establishment of solidarity networks among different global diasporic groups.  

Through this solidary movement, the shared conditions of people of African descent 

was emphasized in various locations, including Latin America. Despite the emergence of a 

CIA-backed military dictatorships across the region and the consequent suppression of 

freedoms and rights, Afro-Latin American movements resisted and demanded their rights, 

echoing the ideas and achievements of their North-American counterparts; a case that 

exemplies the transnational diasporic solidarity mentioned above. For example, in 1978 a 
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landmark in anti-racist organization was founded in Brazil: the Unified Black Movement 

(MNU), which, inspired by the leadership of Martin Luther King, Malcolm X and the Black 

Panthers in the United States, as well as by liberation movements from Portuguese-speaking 

countries – namely Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau –, attempted to unify anti-racist 

associations across the nation, electing the quilombola Zumbi dos Palmares (b. 1655, d. 1695) 

as their symbol, while proposing the date of his death, November 20th, to be declared the 

“National Black Consciousness Day” (Domingues 2018).  

Despite the progressive social and racial rights momentum of the 1960s and 1970s, 

major urban settings across the world were not necessarily becoming more equalitarian and 

urbanistic interventions often affected people of color, from the United States to Brazil. The 

growing influence of the car industry led to the commission of concrete highways which 

overshadowed walkable, human-scale districts, in New York, Los Angeles and other major 

cities, leading Berman (1988) to state that “the price of ongoing and expanding modernity is 

the destruction not merely of ‘traditional’ and ‘pre-modern’ institutions and environments but 

– and here is the real tragedy – of everything most vital and beautiful in the modern world 

itself” (p. 295). In the sixties, Brazil transferred its seat of government from Rio de Janeiro, 

which occupied such position since the colonial times, to modernist Brasília, a futurist capital 

built in merely four years, located at a central plateau, with sprawling low-density residential 

areas and apartment buildings, multi-lane highways and large – human-made and natural – 

open spaces. Rio’s port area, resounding Berman’s assessment, was also part of the road 

expansion trend, with the construction of an elevated highway at the city’s deindustrializing 

port area, named after Juscelino Kubitscheck, the president ahead of the new capital project. 

According to a publication by Rio’s municipality, the concrete-and-steel viaduct, popularly 
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known as Perimetral, “devalued the entire historic maritime port front, segregating the space 

between the central area's urban fabric and the sea” (Andreatta et al 2009:4).  The viaduct 

covered early twentieth-century warehouses, which once suggested modernity and that were 

then being hidden by a concrete-and-steel that succeeded the post of high modern.  

The greater legal debate on race, strangled by two dictatorships in the twentieth 

century gained momentum with the end of the 1964-1985 military dictatorship and the 

promulgation of the 1988 Constitution; Brazil’s first constitution to establish a myriad of 

rights, recognizing the regional disparities in the country, calling for the integration of Latin 

American nations, establishing consistent racial and indigenous rights, and consolidating the 

right to landownership by historically marginalized groups, such as quilombo communities. 

Black social movements participated in re-democratization efforts, resisting Brazil’s military 

dictatorship, actively engaging in the impeachment of a corrupt president in the 1990s, and 

advocating for the consolidation of racial rights in the 2000s (Amar 2013:139). Nevertheless, 

the new constitutional order laid the foundations for the implementation of progressive 

policies and laws, amidst an expressive reduction in social inequality among Brazilians. In 

terms of policies targeting racial inequality, considerable ones were adopted in administrations 

of Lula da Silva (2003-2010) and Dilma Rousseff (2011-2016), such as affirmative action, 

extended to universities as well as civil service.  

Such policies were supported by the growth of social movements and by a greater 

presence of non-whites in universities and other spaces traditionally marked by white 

dominance. Although Brazil has the largest disparity among Black and white groups in Latin 

America, the country has adopted laws and policies to increase the access of non-whites to 

universities, all validated by its Supreme Court, which rejected claims attempting to rule them 
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out (Andrews 2018). Though a report on the results of affirmative action in Brazil is scheduled 

to be released in 2022, Andrews (2018) suggests that available data has indicated the 

effectiveness of affirmative action. These measures exemplify what has been defined as 

“multiculturalism,” that is, a type of political thought that attempts to expand citizenship and 

representation “in the limits of the liberal state,” through the adoption of policies such as 

quotas (Saldívar 2018). While successful in expanding the participation of non-whites, these 

policies are insufficient for the eradication of structural racism (ibidem) and, with the ousting 

of democratically-elected Dilma Rousseff in 2016, followed by the election of a president 

with questionable, extreme, views in 2018, who has openly criticized affirmative actions, 

quilombola rights as well as other policies targeting marginalized groups, Brazil’s progressive 

policies have been recently put at risk by a conservative administration, whose roll-back 

measures have been denounced by a range of third sector groups, as further discussed 

(Amnesty International 2018; Conferência Nacional dos Bispos do Brasil 2019; Human 

Rights Watch 2019; Movimento Negro Unificado 2019). 

From Africa to the Valongo: Challenges of Afro-Diasporic Sites 

As this thesis will show in the subsequent chapters, the ruins of the Valongo constitute 

a historical site, but also stimulate and serve as concrete proof for the acknowledgement of 

centuries of struggles of Afro-populations, which were subjected to trade and slavery, lack of 

housing and public services and institutionalized racism rooted in pseudoscientific claims, and 

whose struggles have been masked by an ideology of colorblindness, supported by different 

sides of the political spectrum, including allegedly progressive intellectuals. This struggle for 

the past and the present has also been part of the African Diaspora’s active engagement across 

the globe, with Black activists resisting colonial narratives and attempting to highlight the 
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agency of Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Latin American subjects.  Araujo (2018) contends that 

such phenomenon gained strength in the 1980s and 1990s due to the “emergence of local 

identities that became more prominent as a reaction to an era when globalization 

interconnected societies and populations” (p. 277). The scholar divides the initiatives 

regarding the memorialization of slave-related sites into four categories: (1) the promotion of 

existing slave-related sites in Africa and the Americas, usually dungeons, forts and depots in 

the former and wharves, markets and former plantations in the latter; (2) newly-built 

memorials and monuments, resulting from “processes that combined collective, public, and 

official memory” (p. 278); (3) festivals and celebrations that celebrate the immaterial heritage 

of the African Diaspora; and (4) state-owned, private or community-managed museums that 

address the theme of slavery. 

In line with the first and third typologies described by Araujo (2018), Bonilla (2011) 

cites this process in the French Caribbean as part of a devoir de memoire, or the “duty of 

memory,” exemplified, in Guadeloupe, by the construction of statues of Black activists and 

the painting of murals, but also by the appropriation of sites “as important realms of memory, 

most notably by using them as gathering points for historical marches and other 

commemorative events” (p. 322). The author also stresses how these subaltern engagements 

contrast with commodified touristic initiatives, which exalt the island’s slave past by offering 

plantation tours and similar endeavors instead of highlighting the engagement of enslaved 

persons in terms of resistance and the legacies of slavery in current times. Such 

commodification of tourism and its obstacle to the memorialization of sites connected to slave 

trade has been stressed by the UNESCO, who in 1994 established the “Slave Route Project,” 

which aims at forming a “global mapping of these sites and places and facilitate the 
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development of an inter-regional tourism of memory, not only as an income-generating 

activities but also an expression of a new solidarity and dialogue between Africa and the 

countries which benefitted from the contributions of people of African descent” (Moussa Iye 

2015). A report, reflecting the concerns from Guadeloupeans, states that initiatives connected 

to tourism may lead “tourism professionals to overvalue colonial legacy,” as it is the case of 

tours on plantation manors, fortifications and other structures, which do not highlight the value 

of the skills of enslaved persons, nor their “resistance against oppression and to their social, 

cultural and economic creativity to survive the dehumanization to which they were destined” 

(Ibidem). 

Similar engagements involving memory and memorialization are also taking place 

across from the Americas, on the African coast. In the context of post-independence Africa 

and growing postcolonial conversations, the UNESCO expanded its World Heritage List 

towards the Global South, adding a group of slave castles in Ghana to its repository in 1979. 

The organization states that such fortifications, built between the fifteenth and eighteenth 

centuries, constituted a “significant part in the developing slave trade, and therefore in the 

history of the Americas, and, subsequently, in the 19th century, in the suppression of that 

trade” (UNESCO 1979). As Mowatt & Chancellor (2011) examine the case of the Ghanaian 

castles, they contend that these fortifications “hold a special place in the heritage of the Black 

Diaspora, serving as both a reservoir to experience identity and historical proof of slavery,” 

stressing the transformation of the sites into heritage tourism attractions, where Black visitors 

from the United States, Latin America and the Caribbean seek what the authors refer to a quest 

for “confirmation” of their identity through the complex experiences arising from the 

visitation of such forts. As a Jamaican-American herself, Sandra Richards (2005) questions 
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comparisons with the US Holocaust Museum, where, other than history lessons, visitors are 

exposed to a myriad of personal objects that once belonged to children, adults and elders 

brutally assassinated by the Nazi regime, which recall the free existence of such persons prior 

to their imprisonment and death. Unlike the DC-based museum, the scholar contends that 

other than “few chains and leg irons [in Ghana] . . . nothing stands in for the pretraumatic 

moment, whose representation might rescue victims from the category of commodified 

abstraction and allow visitors to appreciate the particularity of their lives” (Richards 

2005:626). According to Richards, this allows for visitors to play the role of the absent remains 

and objects, imagining themselves as part of the diaspora that emerged from those castles. 

While Mowatt, Chancellor and Richards lean to a generally positive perception of tourism and 

its effect on the subjective imaginaries of the African Diaspora, the case of Ghana is also 

marked by mixed views on such kind of visitation. The castles have received funding from 

the Ghanaian government, the UN, US agencies and multinational companies such as Shell 

for restoration purposes and for the implementation of tourist facilities on site (Richards 

2005). Controversies included a proposed restaurant at one of the castles, which would 

allegedly allow visitors to enjoy longer visits; a project which was rapidly criticized by 

African-American groups, who saw the measure as threatening to the sacred character of the 

castle, suggesting a conflict between the Diaspora and the Ghanaian government, which, in 

return, classified the foreign visitors as merely visitants, who cry but do not invest (ibidem). 

Richards (ibidem) also mentions possible flaws on the exhibitions at the Elmina and Cape 

Coast Castles, where guides sometimes ignore exhibition spaces and where nationalistic 

narratives seem to overshadow the horrors of slavery, suggesting a sort of replacement “in 

which a healthy actor or progress narrative stands in for the dehumanized body and tale of 
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abjection” (p. 632) or through which ahistorical imageries are exhibited to the public. Such 

nationalist lens that overshadows the European dominance while cheering pre-colonial 

African kingdoms recalls Prashad’s (2007) critique on the flaws of the Third World 

movement, which despite its achievements, in some contexts led to the strengthening of 

nationalistic discourses in the Global South. 

The histories and the tensions from the cases of Guadeloupe and Ghana place the 

Valongo in global diasporic network of spaces that should transcend museums and tourist 

spots and, in fact, have been turned into arenas for social activism and for the re-reading of 

history from the perspective of those who have been systematically silenced, in Trouillot’s 

(1995) terms, which, nevertheless, suffer from different kinds of pressure from the State and 

private actors.  Therefore, the case of the Valongo contributes not only to a desirable historical 

revision, but also proposes another lens for comprehending global networks of Afro-

resistance, placing Rio as a global city not in the market-oriented definition, but rather as a 

site for resistance, amidst an ongoing global process that has emphasized the role of the city 

in civil engagements toward consistent social transformation (Sassen 2005). This thesis, thus, 

will address the efforts to memorialize the Valongo in historical terms, but also the present-

day struggles that are symbolized by the emergence of the ruins in 2011.  

The Diasporic Valongo 

During my field research, the term “diaspora” appeared in conversations on the issues 

of Trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery, from conference presentations to the description of 

courses offered by the IPN through its online mailing list. This usage often suggested a 

definition of “diaspora” as the displacement from Africa to the Americas, in a violent process 

that is represented by the ruins of the Valongo. An interview transcribed by Cicalo (2015) 
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with Black activist Eloi Ferreira Araújo, former president of the prestigious Afro-Brazilian 

organization Fundação Palmares, reflects such usage: “those stones speak, they convey the 

suffering that enslaved men and women experienced when disembarking from the slave ships, 

stepping on those stones on their way to the slave markets.” In different ways, activists and 

scholars in Rio reproduced that same idea, often historicizing the Valongo in a very specific 

Brazilian context, which did not always establish immediate global connections with other 

similar ports or, more specifically, with diasporic imaginaries, which have otherwise been 

remarkably present in Brazilian cultural manifestations, such as music lyrics and dance 

performances. Whereas the potential diasporic discussions seemed to be contained by very 

local narratives, activists and scholars encountered in the field had a very clear vision of the 

port area and the Valongo itself as important spaces for Afro-Latin Americans, both due to 

slave history and due to the significance of the cultural manifestations that had the area as an 

important stage.   

The concept of “diaspora,” however, has become a contested one, due its overuse in 

academia, as seen in a myriad of publications which incorporate the term in their title or 

subtitle, especially since the 1990s (Cohen 1999). William Safran contests such wide usage, 

proposing the adoption of the concept almost exclusively in reference to the Jewish and 

Armenian cases. While acknowledging the usage of the word in reference to various forms of 

migration and displacement, the scholar contends that the term should be used in specific 

cases, in which a community is marked by: (1) a center-periphery dispersal; (2) a collective 

memory about a homeland; (3) a belief in lack of full adherence to their host community; (4) 

a belief that their homeland is the true place where their descendants should return to; (5) an 

effort to the restoration of their homeland; and (6) the existence of a relationship with that 
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homeland, which is fostered by some forms of communal bonding and solidarity (Safran 

1991). By restricting the concept of diaspora to such terms, the author excludes communities 

that have migrated and assimilated the culture of their new country, also arguing that a lack 

of forced displacement would elides the idea of diaspora. When it comes to African 

Americans, the scholar states that, although historically they formed a diasporic community, 

in current times there is no clear defined common African heritage to be preserved, nor a 

homeland to be restored; though networks of solidarity between Black populations in the 

United States and Africans may be formed (Safran 1991). A clear-cut definition for the term 

“diaspora,” however, is far from being reached. Academic dialogues on the concept remain 

intense due to its vast use in scholarly discussions, while Safran’s proposed “checklist” has 

been criticized for its excessive idealism. Clifford (1994) contends that the “ideal type” 

proposed by Safran, which leaves little room for different diasporic groups to be recognized, 

contradicts the historical experiences of Jews themselves, which form the possibly most 

consensually recognized diasporic group. The scholar argues that many Jews have not adhered 

to at all requirements set by Safran, namely the “strong attachment to and the desire for literal 

return to a well-preserved homeland” (p. 305).  

The wharf ruins and nearby burial grounds materialize the horrors of slave trade, the 

deadly middle passage, and the disposable treatment given to human beings, whose remains 

have been encountered in various locations across the port area. Taking a different direction, 

Tölölyan’s (1991) states that the term “shares meanings with a larger semantic domain that 

includes words like immigrant, expatriate, refugee, guest-worker, exile community, overseas 

community, ethnic community.” The author’s concept emphaticizes mobility and, thus, 

includes guest workers and other modalities of migration, regardless of the existence of a 
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relationship to ideals concerning a homeland, but with a shared exposition to economic 

exploitation in a global context. possible to consider communities that face exclusion from the 

state as diasporic. Cohen (1999), exposing the above-mentioned perspectives, states that the 

term “diaspora” is generally used as (1) the displacement of homogeneous populations from 

a specific space and time; (2) successive resettlements of populations for long time lapses, 

that lead to the establishment of a (temporary or permanent) “home away from home;” or (3) 

a sense of displacement from national territories attached to a desire to “return or claim 

entitlements” in regard to such territories. Diaspora may be, thus, a way of thinking of 

conflicts with the hegemonic nation-state, a position-condition of communities in relation to 

a state that has historically excluded them. Cohen’s perceptions of diaspora, that unlike 

Safran’s view, are not necessarily connected to objective, concrete-spatial requirements, are 

complemented by Werbner (2000), who recalls that scholars of diaspora have been reviewing 

the idea of diasporic communities being affectively linked to a single homeland, stating that 

perceiving the “national homeland as the only possible sacred center and place of pilgrimage 

for a diaspora” is, in fact, a mistake, as with the lapse of time, new alternative sacred centers 

are formed and observed by diasporic communities.  

The psychic dimension of the diaspora, alongside the possibility of using the term in 

relation to the long-lasting physical marginalization of Black populations resulting from their 

contentious relationship with the State and dominant white upper classes, allows for a dialogue 

of the term, and of the diasporic framework, to the Valongo. Entrenched in an unusual and 

complex geographical setting, lying between oddly-shaped hills, the Atlantic Ocean, a large 

bay, and one of the world’s largest tropical urban forests, Rio de Janeiro is a place of 

contradictions, disparities, and contiguous unequal neighborhoods/communities. Its 



 

 26 

deindustrialized port area is home to one of the city’s oldest favelas, Providência. While 

favelas initially hosted former soldiers and former enslaved populations in their early 

development, they eventually became the residence of other working-class populations – 

many of them Afro-Brazilian – and portions of Rio’s central area would be soon referred as 

“Little Africa” (Andrews 2004), carrying a dense cultural heritage, having served as one of 

the gathering spots of the early forms of carnival, named ranchos (Santos 1998: 124).  

The Valongo and Present-Day Brazil 

The Valongo Wharf re-emerged amidst the execution of a public-private partnership 

(PPP), a neoliberal model of urban intervention based on a collaboration between the State 

and the private sector, which sought to renovate Rio de Janeiro’s port area while suggesting 

that the works would be beneficial to the public due to the drastic makeover of an area 

perceived as derelict and underused. The usage of socially and environmentally-friendly 

terminology echoes the transition from an earlier adjustment-focused neoliberal phase to a 

later one, in which the neoliberal agenda is reinvented, adopting practices and influencing the 

public agenda in terms that go beyond the macro-economic level (Bedford 2009). Under such 

configuration, the state acts politically, economically and culturally, regulating in favor of 

markets, either proactively constructing a path for its expansion and reducing obstacles to it, 

such as welfare and other social rights (Wacquant 2012). The port renovation project, 

executed ahead of major sports events and in a moment of economic growth, included not 

only the delegation of public works to the private sector, but also the rendering of services 

otherwise intrinsically public. The privatization of such services, with the implementation of 

an also private-led tram system – also a PPP –, reached archaeology when, after the 

uncovering of the Valongo, its surroundings were marked as archeologically relevant, forcing 
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companies to contract consultancy services. As further discussed, the anxieties of local actors 

engaged with the memorialization of the area include the skepticism towards this private-led 

model of archeological work, deemed by them as “contract archaeology.”  

Even though Brazil adopted market-oriented policies in the 1990s, the 2000s and 

2010s were marked by an intensive expansion of social rights and welfare, reflected in 

numerical terms6 and recognized by international organizations, such as the DC-based Inter-

American Development Bank, which in a 2014 report highlighted the removal of Brazil from 

the United Nations “Hunger Map” and the receival of the award of Outstanding Achievement 

in Social Security conferred by the International Social Security Institute (Hellmann 2015). 

With the rupture caused by mass-protests in 2013, initially broadly addressing all levels of 

government but redirected to the federal government by a nationalist right-wing – which often 

adopts a conservative anti-corruption discourse (Avritzer 2017) or “corruption panic” (Amar 

2018) –, the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff in 2016 and subsequent election of army captain 

Jair Bolsonaro in 2018, Brazil may be facing a transition from an era initially defined as a 

“Republic of Rights” (Versiani 2010), established in 1988 with the promulgation of a 

democratic constitution, which established a myriad of rights to historically marginalized 

populations, among them Afro-Brazilians. The current federal administration’s policies, as 

further discussed, have been denounced as harmful to such very groups, posing a threat to the 

rights acquired by Afro-Brazilians and other groups over the past decades. The re-emergence 

                                                 
6 In the Cardoso years (1995-2002), the mean real GDP growth was 2.31%, the mean 

poverty rate corresponded to 34.86% and, finally, the Gini coefficient was equivalent to 0.597 

(Kingstone & Power 2017:15). Lula da Silva’s (2003-2010) numbers were, respectively, 

4.06%, 27.04% and 0.559 (ibidem). Dilma Rousseff’s first term (2011-2014) was marked by 

a mean real GDP growth of 1.60%, a mean poverty rate of 16.11% and Gini score of 0.529 

(ibidem). 
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of the ruins, thus, shade a light on the blatant structural racism existent in Brazil, which, 

despite major gains with policies in the past decade, is still present across social interactions, 

the state, as well as public and private institutions.  

Despite the various attempts to shut down the discussion on racism and racial 

inequality, either by official racial classifications and discourses or by other elite apparatuses, 

social mobilization against racial discrimination and inequality has existed and resisted for a 

long time. As an area initially involuntarily settled by enslaved persons and later inhabited by 

a large population of Afro-Brazilians due to a myriad of factors which led to the formation of 

the first favelas, resistance and memorialization are intrinsically attached to the cluster of 

neighborhoods forming the port area.  Such counter-narrative, supported by such subaltern 

institutions, defies not only the limitedness expansion of a public-private partnership and the 

forces that form obstacles to the affirmation of rights of those who have been historically 

excluded and marginalized. Among the institutions I visited, this thesis will highlight the 

centrality of the Instituto de Pesquisa e Memória Pretos Novos (IPN), an alternative repository 

of history which memorializes a slave cemetery accidentally discovered in the 1990s and 

turned into a small museum in 2005, which, through the donation of visitors, has served as a 

focus point for the retelling of history and for the discussion of current-day struggles of Afro-

Brazilian populations. This work will also examine the Casa da Tia Ciata, another small 

institution that celebrates the heritage of an early samba figure and Black activist, while also 

contributing to the broader discussions on racial inequality emphasized by the unburial of the 

nearby Valongo. Finally, I will also examine the importance of the Quilombo da Pedra do Sal, 

an urban site of marronage that defies traditional definitions of runaway communities as rural 

and secluded, adding to the ongoing engagements against racial inequality.  
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As a place of reunion of people from different backgrounds – residents, candomblé 

followers (povo de santo), social movement activists, pedestrians and homeless individuals – 

but shared global Black roots – activities surrounding the Valongo attempt to emphasize its 

relevance as a hub of Trans-Atlantic slave trade, but also memorialize the present. In that 

sense, the social engagement around the Valongo has been crucial for Afro-Brazilians to re-

think and respond to the current challenges brought up by a federal administration, which, as 

further examined, has been rolling-back measures regarding social, racial, sexual and 

environmental rights, threatening the consistent policies established in recent years, which 

sought to finally and effectively include marginalized sectors of Brazilian society, most of 

which is composed of Black persons. Therefore, this thesis goes beyond a historical analysis, 

framing the Valongo at global and local levels, proposing the site no only as a place of 

memory, but also as site for very present engagements.   
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Methodology and Structure 

Field Research: Passive (Open) and Active Ethnographies 

To understand the present context circumstances and current-day activism, I spent three 

months in Brazil in 2018, attending events related to the port area, visiting alternative, 

subaltern, institutions, and meeting different actors involved in the counter-narratives that 

emerged amidst the mainstream port renovation project. Whereas I interviewed one UNESCO 

official based in Brazil and whereas the importance of such organization is acknowledged, the 

focus of this thesis is on subaltern institutions and on the engagement of actors from below in 

the Valongo memorialization process. In terms of field research, my ethnography was 

intentionally divided into two parts: the first one corresponded to an open, passive, 

ethnography for the purposes of observing and mapping locations and understanding the scope 

of conflicts surrounding the site, while the second one involved a more direct, active, 

ethnography, with the use of subjective interviews, following an approved protocol on human 

subjects. During the first part, my “reconnaissance” included visiting the port area repeatedly 

– often touring the area with other professors and students –, building my academic network 

with new contacts, conversing with representatives of (mainstream and grassroots) institutions 

in their capacity as such, taking pictures, attending symposiums and conferences and 

collecting printed material – i.e. flyers, booklets, books – produced or distributed by 

academics as well as those subaltern repositories themselves. After this initial phase, my 

research shifted to a phase of interviews, in which I focused on subjective perceptions 

involving the clash between the old and new ports, all registered under anonymous conditions, 

which were established due to my interest in hearing about the disputes, intrigues and 

problems surrounding the port area without potential limitations. The disclosure of this kind 
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of information without a seal of anonymity would limit my use of the information collected 

in their exact terms, given the fragile negotiations and alliances made between actors involved 

with the memorialization discussions and different levels of government, which could be 

affected by the revelation of personal opinions of interviewees, some of them connected to 

civil society organizations and reliant on sporadic and fugacious contributions from the state 

– i.e. precarious sponsorships to events, the free lease of space for small entities to be 

headquartered, among other issues. 

 These interviewed persons came from various backgrounds – students, academics, 

civil servants and all kinds of people genuinely interested in Rio’s history and culture – but 

were similarly engaged with the ongoing discussions on the Valongo and on the necessity of 

preserving or, as Brazilians idiom enunciates, “rescuing the memory” of this significant 

location. The purpose of the interviews was to understand the subjective feelings of those 

routinely impacted by the emergence of the Valongo and its contrast with the ongoing private-

led port area renovation; individual perceptions which have confirmed, as the subsequent 

chapters of this thesis will tell, the global character of this case, which allows for its placement 

in a global frame of resistance and solidarity amidst the imminent threats to the memory and 

to the lives of Afro-populations. Going to the field also brought me a reflection on my 

positionality as a researcher in different ways and briefly addressing this is an important part 

of a post-positivist approach to academic research. Despite having grown up in Rio, my 

contact with the port area was not part of my routine; yet, my years of education in a school 

known for its progressive pedagogy and links to Liberation Theology, followed by seven years 

of attendance of a tuition-free public university where I encountered students from much less 

fortunate backgrounds and engaged in student collectives, as well as the time I spent working 
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as a civil servant at the Public Defender’s Office in Rio, were all experiences that me aware 

of the immense social disparities that exist in Brazil and to acknowledge my privileged 

upbringing, despite the various financial limitations to which my family was subjected to for 

various years. Finally, my family’s own multi-racial background – often overshadowed by 

Brazil’s blurred racial system and by the manner the country imagines and promotes itself in 

the global stage, as examined on Chapter Two – as well as its background in the arts, in special 

music and dance, which would frequently put me in touch with artists from other parts of the 

city, became a motivation for my project and made me understand my positionality in regard 

to the Valongo discussions.  

Chapter Outlines 

On the first chapter, I discuss some of the findings obtained during my two-phase 

ethnography. I examine the Valongo as a subaltern archive, which, in Gramscian terms, serves 

as an alternative repository of history, built and managed by historically marginalized 

populations, which have established lay institutions that counter hegemonic discourses of 

modernity, recalling the cruel subjection of Afro-Latin Americans to slavery and post-

abolition marginalization. This chapter will also include a discussion on the role of the 

UNESCO, which I argue to be an important ally to the cause and, historically, to broader 

postcolonial discussions, but not the driver of the grassroots movements that have flourished 

in Rio de Janeiro and elsewhere. The same section will include an analysis of the Judiciary’s 

role in relation to the site, which operated under discriminatory laws and, centuries later, faces 

a Judicial branch that is going through substantial transformations due to the expansion of 

social and racial rights in the 2000s and early 2010s. Finally, an analysis of subjective 

interviews conducted during an active ethnographic stage of the research is exposed, shedding 
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a light on the lived experiences of locals and actors involved with the ongoing Valongo 

memorialization. The interviews highlight the dilemmas arising from the Valongo and the 

tensions arising from neoliberal models of urban intervention, through which the state 

delegates functions otherwise pertinent to the general public, such as archaeology, in 

detriment of the interests of the majority of the population. 

Rio de Janeiro’s port area, being home to Morro da Providência, regarded as the first 

favela in Brazil, has an intimate connection to this type of community and, thus, the first part 

of Chapter Two addresses the Valongo and its association to the scholarly work on the history 

and conceptualization of “favela,” a term that has become widely used but is not easily 

defined. Given the core racial character of favelas, I subsequently expose the particularities of 

the Brazilian racial system within a hemispheric context, addressing the racialized treatment 

given to favelas and favelados by the State and private entities, which often promote 

questionable interferences based on the alleged emptiness of such neighborhoods, benefiting 

profitable real estate enterprises, or, alternatively, exercise control over Black bodies through 

exacerbated and selective policing, exclusion as well as other forms of marginalization. From 

this local but regionally-contextualized analysis, I transition to a global, diasporic, 

examination of the Valongo case, in which I discuss the complex concept of “diaspora,” which 

is often employed with a single-definition in informal discussions, including in conversations 

held during my field research, and which, far from exclusively representing the Middle 

Passage, also allows for the characterization of the contentious relationship between Afro-

populations and the State, permitting the consolidation of transnational networks of solidarity 

and resistance. 
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Chapter 1: Memorializing the Valongo Wharf 

SUMMARY 

Since its unburial in 2011, the Valongo Wharf has become a symbol of 

Black resistance and, alongside nearby sites and small-scale organizations, 

has contributed to the memorialization of the “Black Atlantic,” an 

expression borrowed from Paul Gilroy’s (1995) notorious work. In this 

chapter, two alternative institutions, the Instituto de Pesquisa e Memória 

Pretos Novos, built over the remains of indecently buried enslaved persons, 

and the Casa da Tia Ciata, an organization that honors one of the first 

members of early samba music circles, are examined as alternative 

repositories of history, but also as drivers of current-day discussions on 

racial inequality. The relevance of an urban maroon community – 

Quilombo Pedra do Sal – and the possibility of extending the term to the 

city itself – i.e. cidade quilombada – are also examined in the context of 

the re-emergence of the Valongo. I expose the results of a two-phase 

ethnography, which aimed at mapping and describing the vicinity. The first 

phase consisted of  attendance to events, informal engagement with actors 

and visits to the above-mentioned institutions, which serve as evidence of 

the intense participation of lay individuals in the efforts for the 

memorialization of Afro-Brazilian history and culture. Following my 

observations, I examine this mobilization from below from a Gramscian 

perspective, highlighting their subalternity and their potential to counter 

hegemonic discourses that de-emphasize the relevance of historically-

marginalized Black populations. The second phase corresponded to a set of 

subjective interviews conducted in 2018, which expose many of the 

anxieties and concerns of local actors engaged with the ongoing discussions 

on the site’s memorialization. 
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On a sunny Monday morning in July 2018, dozens of candomblé worshippers, 

members of black social movements, port area residents, reporters from a state-owned news 

agency, homeless persons and curious pedestrians gathered at the ruins of an old wharf, 

entrenched in Rio de Janeiro’s recently renovated seafront. The discreet signs surrounding the 

site, some of them oddly telling the history of public buildings located kilometers away, such 

as the beaux-arts Municipal Theater, exposed a short summary of what the Valongo Wharf 

once was. Listed by the UNESCO as a World Heritage Site just one year before, the ruins 

were regarded as the “most important physical trace of the arrival of African slaves on the 

American continent” by the international body (UNESCO 2017), shedding more light on an 

already sensitive space. The annual religious celebration in that morning was the seventh 

consecutive one and the first after the above-mentioned inclusion by the United Nations 

cultural and educational arm, but it was far from being a strictly religious manifestation. Mãe 

de santo Edelzuita do Oxoguian, a well-known activist linked to black social organizations 

such as Unified Black Movement – MNU and the Municipal Committee for the Defense of 

Black People's Rights – Comdedine (Cicalo 2015), blessed the site, leaving a heart made of 

flowers on the fence that surrounds the ruins and subsequently leading a march to the entrance 

of an old warehouse, located just across the street. In front of the industrial, brick-façade 

building designed in 1871 by the first Afro-Brazilian engineer, André Rebouças (Lima et al 

2016), the crowd loudly repeated “we want our museum.”  
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Figure 5: Candomblé worshippers and the blessing of the Valongo Wharf 

(Credit: João G. Rabello Sodré). 

 

This religious-political event occurred roughly two months before the worldwide-

reported National Museum fires, which turned Brazil’s most complex museum and most of 

its extensive collection into ashes when the institution had just reached its 200-year 

anniversary. While such unfortunate incident has repercussions on my academic work, this 

thesis will focus not on the issue of museums but rather on what the Valongo represents in 
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terms of its significance to (1) a broader discussion on the necessity to review the silenced 

histories of the African Diaspora and to (2) present-day discussions and activism involving 

the struggle against racial inequality. Such analysis is in line with my research interests and 

question, which are rather concerned with representation than exclusively physical space. Just 

as exclusion and marginalization have historically mobilized Afro-Brazilians in their antiracist 

struggles, the lack of consistent state services, as well as attempts to silence the port area’s 

past and present, create space for alternative, subaltern, repositories of history and spaces for 

current-day activism.  

Alternative Repositories of History 

My initial observations were made through an open ethnography, which included 

understanding the grassroots institutions that are present in the port area, and that orbit the 

actual Valongo Wharf, as well as the more mainstream institutions that have shown some sort 

of involvement with issues related to the site. One of the alternative institutions that emerged 

in the area is the Instituto de Pesquisa e Memória Pretos Novos (IPN), located not far from 

the wharf ruins, and part of the complex mentioned in the introduction. In the 1990s, Merced 

dos Anjos, a daughter of Spanish migrants, was just one of the many residents of an inner 

street in the neighborhood, when an unexpected discovery changed her life. While 

redecorating her old house at Rua Pedro Ernesto, a narrow street with a row of nineteenth-

century buildings, Merced was astonished when bones, initially thought to be animal remains, 

were found buried under the floor. The subsequent confirmation that such remains were, in 

fact, human bones buried in what came to be designated as the Cemetery of the Newly-Arrived 

Blacks, led to the foundation of a small museum in 2005, which now occupies a house just 

next to the residence of Mrs. dos Anjos. The archaeological work on the site has suggested 
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that 6,119 individuals were buried on the site between 1824 a 1830, from different age groups 

and biological sexes (Pereira 2007:87). 

The IPN was established well before any proposal of the current port urban renewal 

project, has been administered by Merced herself, and has received funding in the form of 

donations. The building is composed of three rooms: an auditorium, a permanent exhibition 

room which displays some of the archeological findings, including a full-body skeleton seen 

under a glass floor, as well as a third room dedicated to exhibitions on the African diaspora 

and Afro-Brazilian culture with, which also hosts an adjacent small library accessible to the 

general public.  
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Figure 6: The picture to the left shows the exhibit room at IPN, where historical 

information, as well as objects and human remains, are displayed. The picture to the 

right shows the remains of a preserved skeleton  

(Credit: João G. Rabello Sodré). 

 

The institution hosts a myriad of activities, all managed by Merced from her busy 

office in the back of the building, where she spends a large amount of time multitasking, as 

seen in my visits to the institution – she would be constantly on the phone and on her computer, 

managing the organization’s finances, offering guided tours to those who would ring the bell 

and organizing courses. The IPN invites scholars as well as graduate students, some of whom 

I met during my time in the field, to lecture on themes related to the Afro-Atlantic world, 

ranging from urban history to race, ethnicity and identity –, all of which are open to the public 

through a small contribution. This alternative institution provides educational services and is 

an example of the intense involvement of lay individuals in the efforts for the memorialization 

of Afro-Brazilian history and culture.  

A few meters away from the Valongo ruins, an even more discreet but active 

institution, the Organização dos Remanescentes da Tia Ciata (ORTC), celebrates the heritage 

of Hilária Batista de Almeida. Better known as Tia Ciata, Hilária was a candomblé leader who 

moved to Rio from the Northeastern state of Bahia, settling in the one of the port’s favelas, 

Morro da Conceição, in the 1870s (Soares 2018), being regarded as a prominent figure in early 

samba circles (Cardoso 2015; Gomes 2003) and influential in the elaboration of the first 

known samba composition (Dunn 2005). Gracy Mary Moreira, Tia Ciata’s great-

granddaughter and Black activist, presides this alternative institution located at a small room 

in an old building owned by the municipality and ceded to the organization by a previous 

mayor. Gracy herself greets every guest, telling stories about her great-grandmother and her 
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mythical presence in the cultural circuit of the city, while pointing at pictures on the walls, 

objects that decorate the room and a mannequin with garments associated to Tia Ciata. Despite 

the discreetness and simplicity of the space, it is visited by many guests, from middle school 

students to international visitors, as seen on the many signed pages on a long guestbook. 

Coincidentally, in one of my visits Gracy happily mentioned a recent group of graduate 

students from California, who were visiting the Valongo Wharf and decided to stop by.  

 

Figure 7: Exhibit room at ORTC (picture by picture by João G. Rabello Sodré). 

 

Just as the IPN, the ORTC also relies on donations from visitors and hosts events 

related to Afro-Brazilian culture, all of which are advertised on social media. Both 

organizations, despite the specificities of their names, function not only as non-mainstream, 

non-academic, repositories of history, but also as spaces where current-day discussions take 

place, as seen in the large number of flyers, found at ORTC, related to greater ongoing debates 

on race, among which an elucidative one issued by the Committee for the Defense of Black 
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People's Rights – Comdedine as well as a radical manifesto from the Black Women’s March 

with a list of demanded rights and a call for a scheduled march with a solid slogan: “for the 

lives of Black people: more Black women in power.” The flyers echo an often disregarded in 

historical terms: in the Brazilian context of social activism and engagement, Black association 

Estrela da Redenção was founded in the same year slavery was officially abolished in Brazil 

(1888), with the posterior establishment of similar congregations in the following years; a 

trend that included the publication of various Afro-Brazilian newspapers and magazines as 

early as 1889, all of which promoted a wide discussion on racial inequality across regions in 

Brazil (Domingues 2018).  Tia Ciata was contemporaneous with such movements, and the 

presence of such thriving material also reminds us of the centuries-old struggle against racism. 

 

Figure 8: A manifesto-style pamphlet found in mid-2018 at the ORTC, connected to 

the IV Black Women’s March, denounces the structural racism found in Brazilian 

society. 
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Representatives of both the Instituto and the Casa da Tia Ciata not only host their own 

events, but also attend third-party events in which the relevance of the Valongo area and its 

importance to the African Diaspora are discussed. Moreover, the IPN and the ORTC attend 

social mobilizations that seek to present an alternative to the official port renovation project 

and its hegemonic discourse, such as the above-mentioned Valongo blessing ceremony. Both 

organizations memorialize not only specific sites and persons, but also promote events on a 

broader range of issues, including lectures and short courses on racism and social exclusion, 

as well as cultural events with music and dance presentations. 

A third subaltern site and of a different typology – not a building or alternative museum 

– is known as Pedra do Sal, a well-established cultural spot, where hundreds of people gather 

every Monday to celebrate samba music. The weekly event also marks the space as an 

important place of resistance, where locals have been advocating for is recognition as a 

quilombo. The term was initially used in reference to a rural community formed by runaway 

slaves who succeeded in fleeing plantations and later expanded to embrace communities 

formed by socially marginalized black individuals in other contexts, including urban ones 

(Bowen 2010). Even though runaway or maroon communities existed in all societies where 

slavery existed, as seen in the palenques of Cuba, Brazil is regarded as the place with the 

largest, most widespread and longest-lasting quilombos in the Americas as a reflection of the 

enormous proportions of slavery there (Klen & Luna 2010:189-211) and also due to a 

territorial advantage that difficulted raids by slave catchers if compared, for example, with the 

much smaller Cuban territory (Bergad 2007:202-250). In this process of reconceptualization, 

the element of social mobilization around a cause has been highlighted as an important factor 

for the recognition of a quilombo; a departure from the earlier colonial definitions of the term, 
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which largely relied on the racialized assumption that a community formed by “runaway” 

black persons was per se a quilombo (Almeida 2002).  

Amidst efforts of anthropologists in moving away from such colonial definitions and 

reaching this broader perspective, the expression cidade quilombada has been used to 

characterize the Afro-Brazilian city that Rio turned into in the nineteenth century (Neder apud 

Batista 2003:204); a terminology that emphasizes the urban presence and agency of Afro-

Brazilians in contrast to the efforts of Europeanization that were then taking place. The large 

number of black inhabitants in nineteenth-century Rio, for instance, was central motif in 

drawings by artists such as Jean-Baptiste Debret, who depicted the quotidian of this population 

and their interactions with non-black upper classes in the first decades of the nineteenth 

century. While Debret was hired to provide services to the Portuguese royalty and whereas 

his work also implies categorizations found in colonial depictions of the (non-European) 

“other,” the artist’s rich work showcases detailed aspects of the work routines of Afro-

Brazilians in all types of activities, suggesting that “Rio in each facet of its life and industry 

ran on slave labor” (Wood 2014).  Though the expression cidade quilombada suggests a more 

fluid application of the term, the classification of an area as a quilombo still relies on the 

existence of certain characteristics, which have been found in an area known as Pedra do Sal, 

also located in the port area and declared a state heritage site in 1987 due to its relevancy as a 

historical meeting point for black workers, members of Afro-Brazilian religions and due to is 

centrality in early samba music circles (Mattos & Abreu 2011; Corrêa 2016). An association 

has been founded to advocate for the memorialization and classification of the area as a 

quilombo (Mattos & Abreu 2011) and one of the leaders of this movement, Damião Braga, 

stated on a report by a Brazilian agency then accountable for the demarcation of quilombo, 
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that despite the achievement of the World Heritage Site classification, “you can’t protect 

patrimonial heritage without protecting the people, and these people are us, quilombolas”7 

(Corrêa 2016). On the same report, Damião also cites the large amount financial resources 

present in the port renovation, pointing out to the lack of participation of the community in 

the project as well as its lack of access to such funds. In any case, just as the IPN and the Casa 

da Tia Ciata, the Pedra do Sal, albeit more mainstream in its subalternity, also presents itself 

as a repository of history while simultaneously highlighting a contemporary Afro-Brazilian 

struggle.  

The three institutions exemplify the engagement of grassroots institutions in a process 

of memorialization, calling for an analysis of Gramsci’s concept of subalternity. While the 

term has been sometimes regarded as a strategy to circumvent censorship due to an alleged 

replacement of the original Marxian term “proletariat,” scholars such as Crehan (2016) reject 

the argument of synonymy and reduction of the word to social class, seeing the concept as 

“broadly inclusive, encompassing all those who are oppressed 15 rather than oppressing, ruled 

than ruling” (p. 15). According to this perspective, women, people from different races, 

religious groups, among others, would fall into this category (ibidem). Crehan (2016) also 

examines the divergence in regard to their ability to resist and respond, stating that while to 

the postcolonial studies scholar Spivak subaltern voices are muted, James Scott contends that 

the subaltern can hold their own “critique of power” (p. 13). Adhering to the latter, Roseberry 

(1989) recalls a quote from Marx and Engels, who stated that “the individuals composing the 

                                                 
7 “Nos últimos anos conquistamos a candidatura a Patrimônio Cultural da Humanidade, 

compreendendo Pedra do Sal, o Cais do Valongo, o maior porto a ter recebido pessoas 

escravizadas nas Américas, e o Cemitério dos Pretos Novos, onde eram enterrados os jovens 

escravizados que morriam na travessia transatlântica. Entendemos que não se protege o 

patrimônio sem proteger as pessoas, e essas pessoas somos nós, os quilombolas.” 
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subordinate class possess among other things consciousness, and therefore think” (p. 47), and 

contends that the clash of dominant cultural definitions and ordinary people’s lived 

experiences may be “the focal point for the production of new alternative meanings, new 

forms of discourse, new selections from tradition or conflicts and struggles over the meaning 

of particular elements within tradition” (p. 47). Roseberry’s observation dialogues with 

Gramsci, who emphasized that the subaltern also produces culture, and that the folklore, not 

understood as something static, transmitted through generations, but as something 

oppositional, that challenges the “official conceptions of the world,” is a relevant 

manifestation (Crehan 2002:108). Drawing from the possibility of subaltern expression, if at 

one hand these alternative spaces struggle with their subaltern condition, their subalternity 

also allows them to politically engage and provide their own perspective on current issues and 

their own experiences. Rosebery (1994), in that sense, stresses that Gramsci never suggested 

that subaltern groups are “immobilized by some sort of ideological consensus” (p. 360), but 

rather argued that “relations between ruling and subaltern groups are characterized by 

contention, struggle and argument” (ibidem). Roseberry also argues that the term should thus 

be understood in a context of struggle, not merely consent, and if the State attempts to impose, 

it may not be successful in obliging the dominated to follow its orders. Following the 

examination of this Gramscian concept by Crehan, Roseberry and Scott, the IPN, the ORTC 

and the social organizations engaged with Pedra do Sal may struggle with the reluctance of 

some – including the State –, but their mission continues. 

Valongo, the UNESCO and the Judiciary 

The inclusion of the Valongo Wharf as a World Heritage Site suggests an inquiry on 

how institutions act regarding the relevant findings in the Valongo site. As I opt for a 
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perspective that highlights actions and actors coming from below, my analysis stresses the 

relevance of locals who, as exemplified by Merced, Gracy and Damião, spend a considerable 

time of their lives attempting to preserve the material and immaterial heritage embedded in 

the porta area. In other words, while the UNESCO has been historically engaged in anti-

imperialist actions, supporting the decolonization process in the second half of the twentieth 

century, promoting studies on racial inequality and advocating for the independence of 

occupied territories (Prashad 2007), the issue of the Valongo should not be constrained to the 

mediation of the academics and institutions, as if the Brazilian body, scholars and the UN 

were the only actors in the memorialization processes surrounding the Valongo area. The 

above-mentioned inclusion has had repercussions and has contributed to a greater discussion 

on the significance of the site, but social engagement – i.e. perspectives and social activism 

and mobilization from below – around the importance of the port area to the African diaspora 

and to black Brazilians, not only in historical terms but also in terms of the development of 

Afro-Brazilian culture, has thrived for a long time in different ways and has been present in 

the port area much before the beginning of the port renovation enterprise or the recent 

archaeological excavations.  

Nonetheless, given the fact that UNESCO is one of the actors in this case, and 

considering that it contributes to the greater debate on memorialization, I reached out to the 

institution, which generously assigned a project officer for a phone interview. The 

organization’s representative, based at the Brazilian office of the UNESCO in Brasilia, has 

been recently assigned to work in the institution’s project on the Valongo, and agreed to a 

productive 40-min conversation on the ongoing discussions regarding the construction of a 

museum on the site’s history, that would also be open to current discussions on race and 
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ethnicity. The officer highlighted that there is a cooperation agreement between the institution 

and Rio’s City Hall, trough the city’s department of culture, through which the UNESCO has 

been acting as a supporter of the creation of a museum in Rio’s port area. The representative 

stressed that there is a desire to discuss the site in view of experiences in other countries – e.g. 

Hiroshima, Auschwitz, Apartheid-related locations in South Africa – as well as other Brazilian 

cities – e.g. Afro-Brazilian Museum in São Paulo, Brazil –, using the expression “sensitive 

spaces” in reference to those significant locations. The officer also stressed the UNESCO’s 

commitment to diversify heritage locations and that the Valongo Wharf would fit well in such 

plan and, indeed, a quick access to the institution’s online database reveals that 47.07% of 

World Heritage Sites are situated in Europe, Canada or the United States, while only 12.91% 

of them are in Latin America (UNESCO 2019).  

Regardless of possible discussions on the effectiveness of the UNESCO’s positive 

intentions and their limitations due to the organization’s status as an international body, or if 

the transnational debate on “sensitive spaces” seems to be distant from the grassroots realities 

of Rio’s port, the inclusion of area has shed a light on the Valongo and is seen, by local 

activists, as a very important but insufficient milestone. Whereas the UNESCO has promoted 

the establishment of a Slave Route repository and the inclusion of different sites of the world 

as “sensitive spaces,” the discussions on the ground go beyond the physical structures that 

have re-emerged, also touching on current-day struggles and the need to revisit historical 

analyses that emphasize European narratives while de-emphasizing the centrality and the 

relevance of Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Latin Americans to the formation of their societies. 

Moreover, the terminology “sensitive spaces,” does not seem to immediately establish 

connections among Afro-diasporic sites, nor does it clearly state such spaces as important sites 
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of exploitation, death, memory, exclusion and activism – all of which are characteristics of 

the long-lasting marginalization of Afro-populations in Africa and elsewhere.  

What about government institutions, which are literally closer to the developments 

there happening? The centrality of the area to the economy fostered the establishment of 

important state institutions in the vicinity, such as the headquarters of the Federal Police in 

Rio, a federal court, a customs facility, among other relevant government bodies. The 

redevelopment of the port area and the removal of a decades-old elevated highway not only 

made these structures more visible in physical terms, but also shed a light on the symbolic 

relationship between them and the newly-renovated area. Different spheres of the Judiciary in 

Brazil at have been attempting to promote a better image of this power branch and whereas 

this may be associated, to a certain extent, to the growing presence of this branch of power in 

politics (Amar 2018; Avritzer 2017), there has also been a relevant change in terms of their 

internal demographics, which may be reflecting on discreet and punctual involvements of this 

power branch in progressive debates. In the 2000s, universities adopted regulations to include 

Afro-Brazilian and indigenous persons in affirmative action programs, and Law 12,711/2012 

mandated all federal educational institutions to adopt measures for their implementation 

(Presidência da República 2012). Following this trend, the National Council of Justice, a body 

accountable for establishing internal norms and other administrative procedures for the 

Judiciary, ordered the inclusion of quotas for state legal careers in concursos públicos 

(admission exams), in a country whose judicial branch is 70.9% white, according to data from 

the same body (Conselho Nacional de Justiça 2014). In this context of nation-wide and 

institutional changes, Judge Adriana Cruz, one of the few Black federal judges in the country, 

hosted a symposium, in August 2018, titled “Interventions in the Port Area: New 
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Perspectives,” aimed at promoting a discussion on the subaltern, alternative, histories of the 

site, in contrast to the visible private-led urban modifications. Representatives of civil society 

organizations – among them, the IPN, the Casa da Tia Ciata, and the Quilombo Pedra do Sal 

–, as well as progressive judges, prosecutors and academics spoke in three different panels, 

and I was able to listen to the different perspectives they were bringing.  Despite the interesting 

points raised by speakers and the symbolism of the event – held in a white-dominant space 

that attempts to symbolize justice while being so close to historical and contemporary injustice 

–, I was also interested in more subjective approaches to the ongoing transformations and 

curious to see if there was a gap between UNESCO’s institutional discourse (i.e. the idea of 

“sensitive spaces” brought up by Mrs. Díaz), reflected by the above-mentioned event, and 

what has been affecting those who routinely visit, work or live in the port area. Therefore, my 

field research moved to a second stage, in which I adopted interviews, which will be now 

discussed. 

Subjective Perspectives: Mariana, Lucia and Gustavo 

My first interview was with a port area resident, Mariana, a woman in her late sixties 

whose working-class parent migrants settled in the port area in the 1950s. She gave me an 

insight of the life of port residents through the past decades, stressing some differences seen 

in today’s renovated port. What seemed to stand out from the conversation with Mariana was 

her decision to focus on the daily life, the neighborhood aspects of the port area, which 

contrast with and erode the imagined “vacancy” expressly mentioned on a section of the 

renovation project’s website, which states that “cities around the world have awakened to the 

new paradigm of sustainable development, where the new frontier is the occupation of vacant 

spaces” (Porto Maravilha 2011). For instance, Mariana highlighted how, despite the lack of 
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entertainment venues, the local port communities, much of them formed by port workers – 

dockers, small manufacture workers (e.g. seamstresses) – would organize and participate in 

many local festivities and celebrations, especially those related to Catholic saints, such as 

Saint George and Saints Cosmas and Damian. She also stressed the existence of various June 

festivities in the area – the middle-of-the-year month is a month in which public festivals 

dedicated to Saint Anthony and other popular saints. Despite Mariana’s Catholic upbringing, 

I immediately thought how interesting the fact that she mentioned S. George, Cosmas and 

Damian right away, as these are saints associated to Afro-Brazilian religions through 

syncretism. Mariana also expressed her feeling of isolation in much of her time living in the 

port area in relation to the rest of the city, which would perceive the region as subversive or 

dangerous. “The Mauá Square would be considered a place of prostitutes and malandros” – 

she said – “a place where taxi drivers wouldn’t want to take you to and where families 

wouldn’t want their teenage kids to date someone.” But regardless of such limitations and 

discrimination, Mariana emphatically stated: “we would throw our own parties…which is 

different from today, as the events held here are organized by people from outside [the port 

area].” Targeting gentrification, she said: “now there is a venue for blues [the genre] 

concerts...as if we always played blues here.” When questioned on more recent urban 

interventions, Mariana criticized the closure of local grocery stores and the prevalence of 

musical events unrelated to those living in the neighborhood, stating that the food trucks on 

the Olympic Boulevard are unaffordable, inaccessible, to port residents, who also want to eat 

in nice places, which shouldn’t be necessarily expensive.  

 As the conversation moved to the memorialization of burial grounds, Mariana brought 

an interesting critique on academia.  Other than the Valongo Wharf, now re-exposed and 
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labelled as a World Heritage Site by the UNESCO, other potential sites have become present 

in the local news as possible burial grounds, such as the area surrounding the Church of Saint 

Rita, a colonial church located approximately 800m from the Valongo ruins. At the time of 

my conversation with Mariana, a new light-rail line was being constructed in front of the 

church and controversies have emerged in relation to the possibility of an archeological dig 

being made in the area, placing Black social movements, the light rail project and civil society 

in confrontation. Mariana firmly contested the idea: “I oppose an archeological dig there and 

I was part of a movement against it…what you find in a place must stay there, [the artifacts] 

shouldn’t be placed in plastic boxes for a post-doctoral student to research someday.” 

Apparently realizing I was an academic who could’ve felt offended, she immediately 

complemented: “you know, I refer to the doctors with money.” Mariana highlighted the 

distance between academia and social engagement, stating that there are courses on the port 

area, which unlike academic discussions inside traditional institutions, are open to all kinds of 

people.  

Mariana also criticized the light-rail system, which, for her, “shouldn’t pass over a 

burial ground”. I, then, decided to ask her opinion on the light-rail system – which passes 

literally in front of her house. Laughing, she said: “this is a vehicle that takes tourists” (joking 

with the Portuguese language abbreviation for light-rail, Veículo Leve sobre Trilhos, which 

could also stand for “Veículo que Leva Turistas.” She then explained that light-rail lines don’t 

reach various neighborhoods and don’t follow convenient routes, requiring passengers to 

transfer or to walk too much in order to reach certain stations. Moreover, in a reference to 

Cinderella’s emblematic symbol, Mariana stated “the light-rail becomes a pumpkin…the 

system doesn’t have an overnight service, leaving those who can’t afford taking an Uber or 
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cab isolated.” Finally concluding our conversation, Mariana re-stated and summarized the 

difficulties faced by port residents, either in terms of access to services, mobility, 

entertainment – “we don’t sell cake at those events on the Olympic Boulevard…they are not 

ours,” she said.  But the more surprising statement came towards the very end: “we are being 

expelled…there has been a white expulsion.” Thought probably “white” here means 

“unofficial,” “unplanned,” or “indirect,” the term has been associated to gentrification, urban 

exclusion and types of urbanism that marginalize people in the United States. 

 In terms demographics, Mariana affirmed that the neighborhood has been inhabited at 

different times by different people, “who change from time to time,” stressing the arrival of 

Northeastern Brazilians and the omnipresence of Northeastern musical genre forró. She used 

the terms “emigration” in relation to those who decided to leave – and that, according to her, 

missed living in the area – and “immigration” in relation to the newcomers. While the usage 

of such terms in relation to domestic and very local mobility (her friends moved to 

neighborhoods within the City of Rio de Janeiro) is debatable, it alludes to the portness of the 

area, and the spirit of global and local mobility inherent to an area which once was one of the 

busiest and one of the most important ports in the hemisphere.  

A few days after my interview with Mariana, a graduate student I met in my various 

visits to the port area introduced me to Lucia, who agreed to be interviewed. As a tour guide 

who specializes in historical tours in the port area, booked through the internet, she developed 

a passion about the history of the area, especially the often neglected Afro-Brazilian past of 

the region, after receiving an email which invited the public to attend a course at an association 

located in the district. “In such course, I learned things like ‘gentrification’, I couldn’t sleep, 

it shook me up” she said, and added, giving a definition of the process: “whereas physical 
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changes are obvious, gentrification, such as in the Morro da Conceição [one of the 

neighborhood’s favelas, leads to hikes in real estate prices, and the increase of rent.” In a clear 

contrast with the booming food trucks of the Olympic Boulevard, Lucia mentioned the case 

of a “restaurant that would sell codfish balls [a traditional Portuguese fried snack, very popular 

in Brazil, and common in simple restaurants/bars around Rio] and was closed, as the owner 

got evicted as the owner wanted a higher rent…there was a samba party on the last day it 

opened.” Recalling Mariana’s concern with the lack of identity of new spaces, she mentioned 

the very blues venue that has recently popped up in the region. When I inquired on the profile 

of tourists who hire her service, and responded stating that there is no specific profile, and that 

different people happen to find the tour online. However, some of them are not aware of the 

emphasis on Afro-Brazilian history and are surprised when the tour ends, for example, in a 

samba event. This recalls the de-historization process mentioned by Koolhaas (1998), as a 

trait of the “generic city” concept proposed by the author, who argues that global urban 

processes lead to the formation of a homogeneous cityscape that is disconnected from local 

context culture, and histories. 

In this sense, the genericization of the port area, which a privatized urban model of 

aesthetics and entertainment, could be attracting tourists interested in seeing such modernized 

port area but who are not willing or not expecting to be educated on the history of the site. 

Back to the discussion on the port tours conducted by Lucia, she emphatically stated: “together 

with a tour guide who works we me, we engage in ‘social tourism’, in which visitors and 

visited spaces are protagonists.” She, then, defined the mainstream port area as a tripod 

composed of the Museum of Tomorrow, the Olympic Boulevard and the Rio Museum of Art 

(MAR), whereas the inner portions of the neighborhood are represented by another alternative 
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tripod: the Valongo Wharf, the Pedra do Sal quilombo, and the Instituto dos Pretos Novos 

(IPN). Lucia compared the mainstream and alternative projects, stating that the inner 

neighborhood has “dilapidated old house, contrasting with the Olympic Boulevard” and that 

the Valongo Wharf, even after the award by the UNESCO, has no proper signs. Confirming 

her agency in the process of making an alternative renewed port, Lucia stated: “While they 

try to hide a history, we are there to tell it.” Shifting the discussion to her personal view over 

the museum (of slavery) debate, she confirmed she is favorable of the establishment of one in 

the warehouse across from the Valongo Wharf. “It’s right across from it” – she added. 

Nevertheless, Lucia highlighted the already existing Instituto dos Pretos Novos, celebrating 

its role as a denouncer of Brazil’s slave past, where human remains have been kept under glass 

floors. Since the first two women I interviewed were concerned about the academicism of 

archeologists, who, according to them, attempt to lock findings inside boxes, without an 

effective participation of civil society, I brought up the issue of archeology to the discussion. 

Lucia stated that not all archeologists think this way and that the ones partnered with the IPN 

see found “objects as persons,” once more highlighting the option to keep some of the remains 

exposed at the institution. With regard to the religious relevance of sites in the district, Lucia 

shared her perception of the port area as being relevant to various religious denominations, 

and not only to Afro- Brazilian religions or Christians: “A Muslim preacher visited the IPN,” 

she said. But she was also vocal in relation to Rio’s current mayor and Evangelical pastor, 

Marcelo Crivella, who has “been attending many events from the Jewish community but has 

not attended events related to the Valongo site.” Finally, one of the issues that we also 

addressed during the interview was community participation. Lucia showed her concern about 

the lack of involvement of locals, even in institutions located close-by. She believes that there 
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is a “lack of patrimonial education,” which could be related to a greater, nationwide, issue 

with education as a whole. “A city good for tourists must be good for locals,” Lucia 

emphatically stated.  

Both Mariana and Lucia expressed their concerns with the clash between the two ports 

– the renovated one and the one that developed from time, which started with the horrors of 

slavery and became home to thousands of families as well as home to various cultural 

manifestations. Both women also had conflicting views on the role of archeology, or on the 

extent to which this field contemplates local aspirations and anxieties. In order to diversify 

the pool of interviewees and possibly obtain diverging opinions from those “from below” 

collected during previous interviews, I decided to accept an invitation to attend an academic 

event held at the headquarters of a prestigious Brazilian historical association, founded in the 

first half of the nineteenth century, which was holding an event on seventeenth-century Rio. 

Upon entering its current edifice, with an obnoxious modernist architecture overlooking 

Downtown Rio, I was surprised to see a very large plaque celebrating the transference of their 

headquarters during the Médici years (1969-1974), one of the toughest administrations in 

Brazil’s military regime. The lobby and floors I visited were decorated with pieces related to 

the Brazilian monarchy as well as the Catholic Church, including an artifact from Downtown 

Rio’s Jesuit complex, demolished as part of an urban reform in the Pereira Passos municipal 

administration, in the early twentieth century. All this climate seemed to suggest a diverging, 

conservative-leaning, approach to historical discussions, and my interviewee, indeed, 

expressed his dissent in relation to the views shared by Mariana and Lucia.  As an academic, 

Gustavo had been participating in discussions on port area excavations and is a connoisseur 

of colonial regulations and the influence of such in urbanism, architecture and in the overall 
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expansion of Rio de Janeiro.  Because of his involvement with archeology, history and 

religion, I was curious to identify his perceptions on the apparent conflict between civil society 

(i.e. organized social movements) and the archeological “protocol” currently being applied to 

the burial grounds found in the greater port area. His response was straight-forward: “They 

[social movements] have a prejudice towards private money…the archeological digs are being 

conducted by a contractor, hired by the light-rail company…it’s ‘contract archeology’.” He 

then complemented: “There is no investment in public archeology [in Brazil].” Indeed, after 

the overwhelming, symbolic, destructive fires at the National Museum in early September, 

there seems to be a consensus on the lack of adequate research funding for public institutions 

across Brazil, but there has been diverging views on how to solve this – some propose 

privatization/public-private partnerships whereas others suggest a better allocation of funds. 

Gustavo’s idea of private archaeology being problematic, but, at the same time, an 

inevitable option in a context of lack of state investment relates to the ever-changing neoliberal 

wave. Wacquant (2012) argues that the concept of neoliberalism is commonly applied in 

dichotomous positions, either as an essentially political-economic term or as a more fluid, 

Foucauldian concept, attached to issues such as control and normativity, that not necessarily 

emerge from the state. The scholar proposes an approach to the term, distinctive from strictly 

economic perceptions of neoliberalism, to acknowledge the participation of the state and non-

state actors in its core, or, precisely, “an articulation of state, market, and citizenship that 

harnesses the first to impose the stamp of the second onto the third” (p. 71). In other words, 

the state is “reengineered,” not dismantled, through four institutional logics – 

commodification, disciplinary social policy, expansive penal policy and individual 

responsibility. Complementing such analysis, but rather focusing on urban dynamics, Brenner 
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&Theodore (2002) refer to a dimension of neoliberalism that does not restricted, exclusively, 

to a policy regime or political economy doctrine, but in fact a “historically specific, ongoing, 

and internally contradictory process of market-driven sociospatial transformation” (p. 353). 

In this sense, the authors argue that cities across the globe have become spaces for the 

experimentation of neoliberal ideas, with municipalities forging alliances with the private 

sector, including the establishment of public-private partnerships and urban development 

corporations. The situation described by Gustavo, in which the consortium ahead of the light-

rail – which is, per se, a PPP – hires another company to conduct archaeological works in a 

neighborhood which is also being managed by another private entity, reflects the neoliberal 

trend defined by such scholars, in which transportation, the city itself and archaeology, which 

is revealing aspects of public memory and history, are all delegated to the private sector. 

As I did not want to lose the focus on the relevance of human remains to social groups, 

which apparently differs from the relevancy of such findings to archeology, I moved the 

discussion to spirituality, knowing of Gustavo’s interest in religion, when he, then, stated: 

“objects are what we say they are…Luzia [the oldest remains found in Brazil, presumed lost 

with the museum fire] is proudly considered a fossil by people from the city where she was 

found, but the term may be perceived as negative.” On the variations and symbolisms of terms, 

he added: “‘remains’ is also used by anthropology, whereas ‘carcasses’ may be used from a 

forensic perspective.” On the protocol in relation to human remains found, he stated that “the 

human remains found [in the current works for a new light-rail line] were buried under church 

once owned by a brotherhood, demolished upon the construction of an avenue on the 

site…thus, as they were associated to a private church, they are not under the auspices of the 

Catholic administration, and would demand some kind of request, including by the 



 

 58 

brotherhood, now headquartered in another neighborhood, for their custody.” Gustavo 

explained that without such request, remains are considered archeological artifacts and are 

taken to archeological labs just as other findings. But what about the excavation that so far 

hasn’t occurred and has been opposed by Mariana? The one related to the Saint Rita Church, 

supposedly where there lies a slave burial ground, also threatened by the light-rail expansion? 

Gustavo confirmed that there has been an intense opposition, especially by members of the 

Black movement, which in his opinion are “using the findings for political reasons,” 

obstructing the idea of a new excavation to be made on the site. “They care about this site, but 

they didn’t care about the other remains found [under the brotherhood church].”  

While conflicting, the views expressed by Mariana, Lucia and Gustavo share a 

common interest in issues of memorialization, memory and in the idea of museum as an 

institution in relation to Rio’s port area. While museums may select what they wish to 

memorialize or in their postmodern approach may not memorialize at all – hence the “Museum 

of Tomorrow” – collective memory is broader and is kept and passed around through a process 

of memorialization. Gustavo and Mariana want to memorialize but criticize the instrument of 

memorialization – archeology – albeit in different grounds; Gustavo is critical of “contract 

archeology” whereas Mariana is not fond of the academicism of this field. But both diverge, 

and so does Lucia in relation to Gustavo, in relation to what should be memorialized – that, 

is, which collective memory should undergo that process. Gustavo expressed his interest in 

European institutions, in the formation of Rio de Janeiro and is urbanity in the context of a 

European model of city, which should be preserved. The other two interviewees, Mariana and 

Lucia, are interested in the subaltern, often untold and often silenced, history of subaltern 

Brazilians, in special Afro-Brazilians. The issue of race emerges from that tripod, and that 
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issue, not clear in Gustavo’s speech, may be the actual point of divergence. Not only among 

them, but also between the two ports. 
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Chapter 2: Global Valongo 

SUMMARY 

The uncovering o the Valongo Wharf has become an incentive for 

discussions on present-day challenges faced by Black populations, many of 

whom live in favelas in Rio de Janeiro’s port area, regarded as the first to 

be established. Starting with the recent assassination of Marielle Franco, an 

elected queer councilwoman of color whose political platform was centered 

on the defense of favela residents – favelados –, this chapter investigates 

the concept of favela, which, far from being self-evident, reflects the 

intricate racial system that permeates Brazilian society and allows for the 

analysis of the Valongo area from a favela studies framework. Following 

this initial section, I examine the historical and present-day complexities of 

racial relations in Brazil, once characterized by a legal and pseudoscientific 

system of exploitation and discrimination, later masked by the idea of 

“racial democracy,” which suggested the formation of a colorblind society 

– in line with similar trends across Latin America –, being later denied in 

different ways, with major achievements for Afro-Brazilian populations, 

such as affirmative action and other measures of reparation, being only 

effectively reached in the 2000s and 2010s. Finally, I discuss racialized 

spaces as places of control or places of emptiness, much like the official 

port renovation discourse refers to Rio’s allegedly unpopulated and derelict 

waterfront.  

 

On March 14, 2018, after leaving a meeting with social movement activists on the 

empowerment of black women, a queer councilwoman of color was murdered in a crime that 

shocked the city of Rio de Janeiro. The tragic assassination of a promising 38-year-old elected 

official from a small but active progressive party created a wave of transnational support to 

the causes of disenfranchised women of color, contributing to ongoing discussions on the 
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struggles of poor black communities, from where Marielle Franco herself had come from. 

Franco dedicated her career to the defense of favela residents – pejoratively referred to as 

favelados, but the term has been appropriated for progressive discussions on their inclusions 

–, many of whom live in Rio’s port area, home to Providência, Prazeres and communities 

which may not be necessarily labelled as favelas, but share characteristics with them, as per 

the discussion on the concept of favela.  Just as Franco’s crude assassination has drawn more 

attention to the challenges of favelados, it has also created an opportunity for the expansion 

of a scholarly discussion on the concept of favela, a term extensively incorporated into the 

English language – as seen in its inclusion in the standard dictionary of the most mainstream, 

obnoxious, text editing software –, but far from having a finished conceptualization, or even 

defining as single type of urban neighborhood. In this chapter, I argue that (1) the Valongo 

site and its adjacent areas, being them designated as favelas or not, make up a zone that is 

racialized and that, to a certain extent, carry the same traits of resistance and stigma that 

communities designated as favelas; (2) that the racial component, not the physical structure 

(i.e. architectural features and urban setting), is a key factor for the determination of a given 

area as a favela, and that (3) attempts to expel favelados are based in a contradictory discourse 

that categorizes an area as both populated and empty. In other words, favelas are either places 

of control, being targeted by measures of intervention that affect favelados, through the 

policing their bodies or through their association to backwardness, crime, dirtiness and 

poverty, or as places of emptiness, which are treated as such for real estate purposes. This 

contradictory discourse is racialized and, thus, my discussion includes a panorama of racial 

relations in Brazil. In my conclusions, I discuss forms of resistance to such discourse, focusing 

on the Gramscian concept of subalternity and its implications. 
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Valongo as Favela, Favelas as Racialized Spaces 

One of the colorful documents published by the port renovation PPP, edited in both 

English and Portuguese as an attempt to describe the project to a global audience, states that 

one of the purposes of the urbanistic intervention was to increase the port area’s population 

“from 32 thousand to 100 thousand inhabitants in 10 years” (Porto Maravilha 2016). Anyhow, 

favelas are part of the city and, consequently, of the port area, but their disregard in the official 

redevelopment discourse reflects the contentious relationship between them and municipal 

(public and private) administrations, which place them in opposition to the rest of the urban 

space, in a contested dichotomy better discussed ahead.  

Starting with the definition of the concept of favelas, common sense may refer to them 

as vicinities where residents have been historically rejected by the formal housing market, 

lacking access to public services, social benefits and adequate urban planning. A similar 

definition is used by the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística (IBGE), a statistics state 

institution, which broadly uses the peculiar concept “subnormal agglomerations,” defined as 

“groupings of at least 51 housing units (shacks, houses...) which lack, in their majority, [access 

to] essential public services, being located or having been located until recently, a third party's 

(public or private) property, following a disorganized and dense setting” (Instituto Brasileiro 

de Geografia e Estatística 2011) [author’s translation]. Such description, based on physical 

characteristics and status of landownership, is in line with the proposed use of the term slum 

as a global term – global in its transnational sense, also encompassing the term favela –, as 

seen in Mike Davis’ (2017) vision of a future slum world, in which a large portion of the 

world’s population would be living in such conditions; an analysis that includes the Brazilian 

case as an example. While slums are a global phenomenon, being occasionally used as 
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synonyms of favelas in English, there are peculiar characteristics of the Brazilian context that 

have drawn the attention of scholars, among them Bryan McCann (2014), who contend that 

“favela” is a specific concept, and not a synonym for slum, attempting to depart from the 

official definition of “agglomeration,” pointing out to the history of the term and social issues 

that sustain it (McCann 2014:19-42). The scholar contends that while some favelas match the 

imagined common-sense vision of intricate hillside streets and narrow passageways, they can 

be dramatically different, some of them being flat and grid-planned, others located atop hills; 

some flourishing in deindustrialized neighborhoods, other commuting from concrete social 

housing buildings (ibidem). Providência, a port area hillside favela commonly regarded as 

Rio’s first – though the scholar acknowledges the emergence of similar vicinities around the 

same time –, was founded as a settlement of former soldiers returning from the War of 

Canudos (1887), one of the many domestic conflicts in nineteenth century Brazil, when the 

term favela, referring to a type of weed found in the battleground, was used in allusion to such 

booming hillside neighborhood (ibidem). 

McCann contests the often-used opposition of favela and the city – often represented 

by the metaphor of the “hill” and the “asphalt” (Cavalcanti 2009) – stating that such dichotomy 

is “partly real and party imaginary” (McCann 2014:21). The scholar, questioning some 

assumptions surrounding the labelling of a given area as a favela, starting with the 

topographical-geographical one described above – that is, not all favelas are hilly and intricate, 

and, in fact, there are flat favelas as well as residential projects that gained the status of one 

through time – , also argues that even though favelas are commonly defined as such due to – 

or even uses as synonym of – the supposedly lack of property title by their residents, such 

characteristic is also found in other urban contexts (e.g. rapidly expanding newer 
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neighborhoods, targeted by real estate speculation) as well as other cities in the Global South 

(e.g. Mexico City, Lima), and that, in fact, many favela residents actually own property or 

rent them, not being necessarily dwellers. Moreover, while some attempts to conceptualize 

favelas rely on their design and possession or lack of property title, some favelas developed 

from housing projects – that is, low-income housing blocks built by the State commuted into 

favelas, as it is the notorious case of the Cidade de Deus, a neighborhood originally designed 

as a group of housing blocks whose modifications through different decades and transition to 

“favelahood” inspired the globally-acclaimed mainstream movie with the same name 

(Meirelles & Lund 2002). The resemblance to other city neighborhoods is also pointed out by 

McCann, who states that some favelas host a myriad of commercial enterprises and services 

and, because of that, the author contends that “poverty is no longer a consistent identifying 

characteristic” (McCann 2014:26). Therefore, if topography, urbanism, availability of 

services, income and status of landownership are not sufficient to define an area as a favela, 

McCann states that it is, in fact, their history and, by doing so, the scholar justifies why the 

dichotomy of “favela versus the city” is partially unreal, as many of the traits commonly 

associated to this type of neighborhood are also present in other contexts. If characteristics 

commonly associated to favelas are found in other urban areas, not being enough for defining 

the traits of such neighborhoods, there should be a factor that points to the reason why certain 

neighborhoods are classified as favelas, and why they are commonly excluded from so many 

public services and urban reforms.  

Such factor might be race, as while not all favela residents are Black, most of them 

are. According to census data on “subnormal agglomerations,” six percent of Brazil’s 

population – or 11,425,644 individuals – live in such vicinities, from which 7,806,572 persons 
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(68%) have declared to be either black or brown (IBGE 2010). Similar percentages are found 

in the City of Rio de Janeiro, where 1,393,314 people live in areas designated as favelas, from 

which 917,514 are black or brown (65.8%) (IBGE 2010). However, these numbers may not 

be accurate at least due to two factors: (1) the IBGE uses a strict definition of what an 

“abnormal agglomeration” is, based on landownership and physical characteristics, both 

contested by McCann; and (2) racial classifications and popular definitions in Brazil are far 

from being clear and distinct, often making it difficult for accurate information on race to be 

collected. In other words, there may be many more favela residents than those numbers 

suggest, and the same goes for non-white population, which might be more significant than 

what the 2010 numbers represent.  

The Brazilian Racial System 

Such complex and blurred official racial classification can be inferred from the 

terminology adopted by the IBGE: for decades, the institute has adopted the racial 

classifications branco (white), preto (black), pardo (brown) and amarelo (Asian) as possible 

categories, finally adding the option indígena (indigenous) in 1991. The term “brown,” a 

mixed-race category, has been criticized on at least three major grounds, in a context of 

relatively recent adoption of policies such as affirmative action and other measures: (1) 

colorism favored by whiteness-related discourses would favor the choice for “brown”; (2) the 

idea of an intermediary brown category would perpetuate the idealization of a colorblind 

society, drawn from ideals of racial miscegenation; and (3) the separation of brown and black 

would compromise the formation of a black identity in Brazil (Loveman et al 2012). This 

intricate racial system has its roots in explicit racist ideas, first adopted during colonial times 

in the Americas, when both Spain and Portugal, though in different terms, promoted 
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miscegenation as a way of diminishing indigenous and black populations (Wade 2018). 

Whereas Spain targeted mostly indigenous populations through an intricate caste system – a 

policy of miscegenation referred to as “indigenous-centered mestizaje” by Hale (2019) – in 

the Portuguese America, that is, Brazil, attempts to erase blackness were central to the local 

variation of mestizaje. In the second half of the nineteenth century, pseudoscience attempted 

to prove the racial inferiority of Afro-descendants in Latin America, with many scholars 

sustaining the “degeneration” of Latin American populations due to racial miscegenation, 

which would be correlated to social issues such as criminality, family structure and religious 

beliefs (De La Fuente & Andrews 2018).  

Moreover, white elites across Latin America feared a possible rebellion by their 

considerable Afro-Latin American populations, in the aftermath of the Haitian Revolution. 

Aidoo (2018) quotes excepts from diaries written by European travelers, all of whom shared 

a concern about a possible revolution. French traveler and writer Adèle Toussaint-Samson 

stated: “…when they should have counted their numbers, they might be taken by a terrible 

revenge, and that the future would avenge the past. Let us hope, however, that Brazil will not 

have its San Domingo” (Aidoo 2018:120). In similar lines, British traveler Maria Dundas 

Graham contended that whites should be “aware of the prodigious inconvenience, if not evil, 

they have brought on themselves by the importation of Africans, and now no doubt, look 

forward with dread to the event of a revolution, which will free their slaves from their 

authority” (ibidem). Robert Walsh, a British reverend, stated that the “diffusion of 

revolutionary doctrines on this continent” would make Brazil “a second St. Domingo” 

(ibidem). This documented fear of a greater rebellion by a large black population alongside 

the decline of slavery-based capitalism, both taking place in a context of growing 
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pseudoscientific and racist claims, created the conditions for a new Trans-Atlantic flow to 

boom, this time coming Europe and to the port of Santos, closer to the coffee plantation 

regions, but also to the port of Rio. 

Such concerns with a Black future motivated the elites in Argentina, Cuba, Brazil, 

among other countries, to push for the adoption of policies that promoted the mass-migration 

of white Europeans into their countries in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as an 

attempt to decrease non-white populations while simultaneously obtaining a new source of 

labor (Andrews 2004:117-151). In Cuba, the fear of a possible influence of the liberation 

message brought up by the Haitian revolution over the large Afro-Cuban population and the 

beginning of the decline of legal slave trade in places such as the US, the UK and Spain, led 

to the establishment of the Council for White Population, accountable for promoting the 

migration of Europeans through landownership offers (Bergad 2007: 251-290).  Brazilian 

white upper classes, departing from the traditional nineteenth-century pseudoscientific claim 

that racial mixing would be an obstacle to racial superiority and that “pure” whites were more 

evolved than others, created their own variation of it, according to which racial mixing would 

be a solution, and not an obstacle, to whitening the population, in what has been described as 

a “soft eugenics” (Dávila 2003:9). Schwarcz (2012) contends that such process comprised a 

re-interpretation of eugenics, stating that “while the idea that races were essential realities was 

absorbed, the notion that miscegenation always leaded to degeneration, as the original model 

proposed, was denied” (p. 39). In similar lines, Nascimento (2007) argues that “the then-

prevailing scientific theory of race condemned racial mixing as a process that would lead 

inexorably to the degradation of the species…but the whitening of Brazil’s black demographic 
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mass was essential to the building of a state that could merit acceptance into the community 

of civilized nations” (p. 51).  

If at one hand this proposal to erase non-whites through miscegenation corresponded 

to an adaptation of imported pseudoscientific and racist trends in the natural and social 

sciences from the Global North, Brazil also tried to export its revised version of eugenics, 

attempting to showcase itself as a modernizing state to a greater global audience. In 1911, a 

conference of more than one thousand people in London marked the organization of the 

Universal Races Congress, in which academic and activist delegates from various parts of the 

world, including the Global South, joined their peers from the industrial North, including 

delegates representing indigenous nations from across the hemispheres, to discuss “the general 

relations subsisting between peoples of the West and those of the East, between so-called 

white and so-called colored peoples, with a view to encouraging between them fuller 

understanding” (Holton 2002). The event, hosted in a historical period known for the 

expansion of white supremacist claims, at the capital of the then most powerful imperial 

power, could have been an opportunity for Brazilian representatives to challenge racialized 

perceptions of development and modernization. However, João Batista Lacerda, president of 

the National Museum of Rio de Janeiro, presented a paper suggesting that in the twenty-first 

century, blacks would become extinct in Brazil, promoting the country’s eugenic policies at 

the world stage (Schwarcz 2018:25). The paper, published on an edited volume with works of 

renowned scholars such as W. E. B. DuBois and Franz Boas, exposed concerns with the large 

mixed-race and black populations in Brazil. Throughout the text, Lacerda minimizes the 

hundreds of years of slavery in Brazil and the perverse relationship between masters and 

enslaved persons, stating, for instance, that some slaves “giving proof of real intelligence and 
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devotion to their employers, were, from a feeling of gratitude, emancipated by the latter” 

(Lacerda 1911:379). The academic associated the work abilities exercised by enslaved persons 

to an alleged “mentorship” of slaveowners, which would have led to the “intellectual 

selection” of the former. Or, in his own words, “the progress of the metis up the social ladder, 

which began in the time of their slavery, has continued to our own time in accordance with 

the laws of intellectual selection" (Ibidem). The paper marks not only the influence of 

pseudoscientific theories of white superiority among the white intellectual elites in Brazil and 

the above-mentioned adaptation of those ideas to the Brazilian context, but also reflects the 

idea of “cordiality” among races, which has historically been used to mask a hegemonic racial 

system that violently oppresses non-whites (Amar 2013:157), and which remains present in 

different forms decades later.  

 

Figure 9: The painting “Redenção de Cã,” by Modesto Brocos (1895),  

depicts three generations, suggesting the whitening process in Brazil.  
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This whitening process supported by Latin American elites was perceived as a path to 

modernization or, as Jerry Dávila states, the notion of racial miscegenation as a “symbolized 

historical process, envisioned as a trajectory from blackness to whiteness and from the past to 

the future” (2003:5). In regional terms, such process led to the formation of provincial 

imaginaries of racial superiority, according to which the mass migration of white Europeans 

would have made states with a larger white population more developed in than “darker” states 

(Weinstein 2015:221-266). Although pseudoscientific claims lost strength throughout the 

twentieth century, claims of white superiority still appeared in different mediums. Based on a 

1947 newspaper article published by one most prominent newspapers in Brazil, O Estado de 

São Paulo, Barbara Weinstein argues that “even after the defeat of Nazi Germany and the 

widespread condemnation of certain explicitly racist doctrines, it was still acceptable to 

openly declare Brazil a nation that could and should be (overwhelmingly) white, as was 

(allegedly) already the case in the southern regions” (Weinstein 2015:226).  

Pseudoscientific claims lost their mainstream character as progressive activists, 

including people of color and scholars addressed the issue of race from cultural lenses. In the 

greater academic debate, the distinction among the concepts of race, culture and language 

emerged from the work of anthropologists, who have overcome the idea that these realms 

would be interlinked as part of a greater idea of “civilization” (Baker 2010). Among such 

scholars, Franz Boas claimed that biological traits were not accompanied by cultural and 

linguistic characteristics which, at the time, would be commonly associated to them (Baker 

2010:1-32). Despite the resistance of some, academia eventually incorporated Boas’ notions 

of race and culture, overcoming the mainstream paradigms of racial superiority and inferiority 

involving social groups (Baker 2010:210), reflected in Boas’ classification of such ideas as 
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“nonsense” (Baker 2010:213). Though this new stage opened space for broader discussions 

on the participation of non-whites in the formation of Latin American societies, issues such 

as racial inequality and racism were largely disregarded, based on the assumption that racial 

mixture would have suppressed racial discrimination; an assumption found in early and mid-

twentieth century analyses from scholars researching Brazil and Mexico (Silva & Saldívar 

2018). 

The shift from biological pseudoscience to culture was marked by a profusion of 

discourses of colorblindness in different Latin American countries, which would attempt to 

hide the very concrete social marginalization of non-whites. In other words, the construction 

of new national identities that would be allegedly disconnected from European ideas, involved 

the idealization of Latin American societies as racially colorblind, leading to the development 

of notions such as “racial democracy” and to the celebration of Afro-Latin American cultural 

manifestations as tools of unity, in a context of nationalistic nation-building discourses 

(Moore 2018). In Cuba, imaginaries surrounding the country’s national identity developed 

after the island’s independence from Spain would be soon mythicized to recall a battle by 

white, mixed-race and black Cubans against the colonizer; an idea that implied some sort of 

racelessness which would dismiss conversations on racial inequality (Hertzman 2009). In 

post-revolutionary Mexico, the mestizo became a symbol of national unity, while the non-

mestizo (e.g. indigenous populations) would be seen a case for state interference, with the 

background idea that race – employed as a physical, biological, category – would not be 

relevant in that society, but rather culture or ethnicity, perceived as independent realms, would 

generate contentious situations (Saldívar 2014). In 1930s Brazil, this modernized form of 

racism became crystalized in the form of an ideology known as “racial democracy;” that is, 
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the assumption that racial mixing would have forged a society where class would matter more 

than race. Such myth of colorblindness gained strength in the 1930s and early 1940s, with a 

series of publications by social scientists Gilberto Freyre (“Master and Slaves,” “The 

Mansions and the Shanties,” “The Northeast”), Sérgio Buarque de Hollanda (“The Roots of 

Brazil”) and Arthur Ramos (“The Negro in Brazil” and “African Foklore in Brazil”), who 

attempted to shift the narrative of eugenics by minimizing the importance of race for a 

country’s success and highlighting the significance of the environment as well as culture in 

that sense (Dávila 2003:1-19). Such works became well-known and Freyre’s analysis on the 

Brazilian colonial period would soon be used as part of a narrative of alleged superiority of 

Brazil’s racial relations in comparison to other contexts – i.e. the United States –, often 

becoming an obstacle to local discussions on racial inequality and exclusion (Twine 1998: 1-

13). Among the alleged advantages of Brazilian society, emphasized by the supporters of the 

notion of racial democracy, was cordiality, already presence in the pseudoscientific texts 

edited in the earlier decades, as seen in the case of Lacerda (1911).  

This imaginary of colorblindness, supported by distinguished Brazilian scholars, was 

inserted in the 1930s, in the imaginary of national identity, with representations in artistic 

expressions (Amar 2013:62). Under the non-democratic period known as Estado Novo, in 

which Brazil was governed by Getúlio Vargas (1937-1945), the mestiço became a national 

icon, in what Schwarcz (2012) sees as a de-Africanization process (pp. 45-68). Besides the 

transition from nineteenth-century eugenics to the development and incorporation, by the 

State, of the concept of racial democracy, the first half of the twentieth century was marked 

the expansion of a broader idea of whiteness, which encompasses the idea of white superiority 

in other realms, not only on the race of subjects, but also extending to the belief in European 
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advantages in aesthetics, cultural and educational terms. Dávila (2003), for instance, has 

researched the influence of whiteness in education, stressing how Brazilian public schools 

were structured under the guidance of a whiteness-based ideology, which favored Eurocentric 

curricula and remained present in the educational system much after the abolishment of earlier 

pseudoscientific claims.  In the 1940s and 1950s, intellectuals, many of them afro-descendant, 

challenged such idealized colorblindness, whereas the subsequent elaboration of the 

UNESCO studies on race contributed to the deconstruction of such racial myth (De La Fuente 

& Andrews 2018). As Peter Wade (2018) states, even if racial systems in Latin America are 

blurred, the distinction between the indigenous and non-indigenous or the black and the non-

black is present in such societies. Brazilian scholars and activists, acknowledging the 

reactionary potential of such blurriness, are currently adopting a single category – “black and 

brown” (pretos e pardos) – which, regardless of discussions on the similarities and differences 

of both groups, including as to individual self-ascription, is thought to represent a greater 

portion of the Brazilian population that faces many more obstacles than white Brazilians do 

(Daflon et al 2017; Silva & Saldivar 2018). 

Despite such advancements in terms of social rights, Black social movements often 

encounter obstacles arising from “post-racial” analyses. Those are defined as thoughts, 

discourses and practices that aim at creating an obstacle, delegitimizing the existence of racial 

differences in scholarly discussions, social engagement, debates and policies adopted by the 

state (Costa 2014:23-44), promoting the erasure of histories of racial power in a manner that 

prevents guilt from emerging from those very histories, which are kept away (Treitler 

2013:178). This denial of racial inequality – which is present only in conservative segments, 

being also found in allegedly progressive intellectual circles (Shoat & Stam 2018) – creates 



 

 74 

obstacles for the assimilation of race and the effective execution of policies aimed at 

correcting long-lasting historical asymmetries between non-whites and whites. Due to the 

denial of racial inequality either through the ideology of racial democracy, the incorporation 

of whiteness into Brazil’s structures or the resistance by intellectual elites to adhere to 

transnational perspectives on race and racism, Afro-Brazilians have been subject to obstacles 

despite their large demographic presence, which is statistically distorted by the State itself.  

Favelas, as racialized spaces, exemplify the urban obstacles to which Afro-Brazilians are 

subject to, as their residents, mostly people of color, are either subject of control by the State 

and its private allies, or treated as inexistent, as if favelas were empty spaces. 

Racialized Spaces as Places of Control and Places of Emptiness 

Racialized spaces are targeted by measures of control that promote urban intervention 

and state patrolling over black and brown bodies. Amar (2015) discusses the binary “security 

politics” and “samba politics,” being the former a fixation on the intense policing of Black 

communities, turned into “zones of unending police and trafficker warfare, and impunity” (p. 

140), and the latter their association to cultural forms (i.e. samba and other Brazilian genres) 

in a fetishizing way that much resembles the populist, authoritarian, Estado Novo (1937-

1945), when, as earlier stated, the Brazilian State cheered the country’s Afro-heritage while 

whitewashing it through acritical and unrealistic notions of colorblindness. Unlimited to 

conservative sectors, this polarized vision of Black communities, according to the author, was 

often enacted by allegedly progressive sectors in the 1980s and 1990s. Indeed, the backlash 

on racial discussions promoted and exported by conservative US-based authors and media in 

1990s was promoted, in different ways, by sectors of the  Brazilian left-leaning intelligentsia 

which saw activism and debates on racial inequality a the result of an introjection of “Anglo-
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Saxon multiculturalism,” connected to an imperialist project of the United States and, would, 

thus, reject the similarities between the Brazilian case and the American context (Shohat & 

Stam 2018). 

As an example of the articulation of a security logic and a nostalgic, culture-rescuer, 

one, Amar (2015) cites the Favela-Bairro Program (literally, “Favela-Neighborhood”), funded 

by the municipal administration and the Inter-American Development Bank, which sought to 

re-urbanize Rio’s favelas, attempting to replace “violent, degraded urban barriers with open 

spaces of dialogue, tourism, and amusement” (p. 160) whilst adopting a liberal perspective 

over public spaces, which, combined intense repetition of terms such as “culture” and 

references to samba – notably in the case of the Serrinha favela –, reflected a reminiscence of 

the Vargas-era “racial democracy.” While officially promoting such liberal-entrepreneurial 

“open museum” model of neighborhood, the project was also accompanied by measures of 

control, such as the establishment of “last call” hours for bars and the “integration” of the 

accesses to neighborhoods and the city, which effectively led to facilitated and more 

discretionary actions by state officials, often accompanied by police brutality affecting black 

and brown Brazilians (Amar 2015). When another favela, Jacarezinho, decided to 

alternatively adopt, from its own community’s initiative and management, a security camera 

system otherwise obnoxious in upper-class white-dominated communities, the State reacted 

by banning such measure, reaffirming Black communities as “objects, not the agents, of 

security” (Amar 2015:159). 

 A more recent and controversial case of state intervention in racialized communities 

was the creation of Pacifying Police Units (UPPs); police compounds installed in favelas in 

2008 and initially promoted as “humanized” means of police control, later to be problematized 
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by copious literature and political actors, including the late assassinated councilwoman 

Marielle Franco, who harshly criticized the model during her parliamentary career and on her 

master’s thesis, recently turned into a posthumously-published book. While the reduction in 

violent homicides was used, in the early 2010s, in favor of the UPP program, Vargas 

(2018:181-208) cites the increase of bodily injury, rape, domestic violence, threat and 

robberies as a downside. While the author hypothesizes that the increase in non-lethal crimes 

could be a result of the population’s facilitated access to police officers, which would be 

present in a higher number, the possibility of communicating crimes which would be 

otherwise covered up by drug dealers and due to inter-personal conflicts which would be more 

evident without the mediation of drug dealers, Vargas contends that such increase could be a 

reflection of a long-lasting structural problem regarding the relationship between police and 

non-white populations, with the former seeing the latter as intrinsically deviant, as seen in 

ethnographic research in which UPP officers exposed their negative views over favela 

residents (Vargas 2018:181-208). The UPP model, thus, would fall “in a continuum according 

to which residents of disadvantaged, historically Black communities and the police, especially 

the rank and file, are in an antagonistic relationship” (p. 196). Both the Favela-Bairro and UPP 

programs symbolize actions of control exercised by the State towards favelas, and specifically 

towards people of color, who constitute most of the population of those localities.  

Whereas police brutality has been addressed by different authors, state control through 

security has been extended to the port area following the public-private model that the whole 

project incorporates: mentioned earlier, a private-funded bike-based patrol program, Centro 

Presente, guards the area under concession, with an administrative container-like structure 

right in Praça Mauá, the area’s main square, just across from one of the museums and right 
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next to the obnoxious rent bikes found in several cities across the globe. Other than the various 

divagations that could be made on neoliberal models of patrol and control, which are 

extendable to other contexts, the patrol unit also fulfills one objective very pertinent to the 

local context: the control over fear of crime, often found in “talk of crime”; defined as 

discursive interactions by locals on issues of crime, also involving jokes and the constant 

association of crime to blackness (Caldeira apud Roth-Gordon 2017: 97-101). However, in an 

apparent contradiction to such actions, favelas and their adjacent areas are also referred to as 

places of emptiness; a discourse that serves well to profitable real estate interests. 

Baker (2010), examining the American context but providing a broader analysis, 

contends that anthropology has been historically focused on indigenous peoples, leaving 

debates on blackness to other disciplines and, thus, contributing to the consolidation the notion 

of race as independent from culture (p. 1-32). Sociology, on another hand, has historically 

focused on the issue of black populations and in this terrain, assimilation and racial uplifting, 

“euphemisms for evolution and civilization” (Baker 2010:22). Within the field of 

anthropology and its studies on indigeneity, pseudoscientific claims were surpassed by 

cultural claims, following the work of Franz Boas, who claimed that biological traits were not 

accompanied by cultural and linguistic characteristics which, at the time, would be commonly 

associated to them (Baker 2010:1-32). Still, though such twentieth-century shift represented 

a departure from pseudoscientific claims, notions of indigeneity as backwards or “uncivilized” 

remained present. In that sense, Voyles’s (2015) argues that colonial discourses condemned 

indigenous practices, associating them to the underuse and deterioration of land. In the authors 

terms, “the notion that indigenous relationships to the land had driven it to ruin, in short, 

promoted colonial agendas of control, coercion, and assimilation” (p. 28). Therefore, settler 
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colonialism, alongside with the exploitation of natural resources, would correspond to, in fact, 

a productive use of an otherwise “unproductive” area. Such discourse paved the way for the 

exploitation of the economic potential of what had been previously deemed as “wasteland;” 

that is, the extraction of natural resources buried in indigenous land. Voyles contends that the 

discourse of domination also incorporates the idea of erasure of indigeneity as a necessary, 

even if harsh, move in the path to modernity, or, as the author states, “this production of 

inequality, in both narratives, settler or industrial progress cannot help but produce unequal 

outcomes, vanishing Indians, and other (often toxic) waste by-products. This production of 

inequality, in both narratives, is a regrettable but necessary feature of moving towards the 

future” (p. 97). Such discourse, as pointed out later by Voyles, is not only applicable to 

indigenous sites, but also to any given location where militarized capitalist interests are at 

stake. This perspective opens the possibility of analyzing the notion of emptiness that is not 

only applied to indigenous land contexts, but also to racialized, urban, ones.  

The idea of vacancy, a synonym of emptiness, literally adopted by the project, and the 

notion that the area must have more inhabitants – without qualifying them – both echo the 

colonial discourse discussed by Voyles (2015). Under such perspective, Rio’s deindustrialized 

port area is underpopulated and underused, and port area neighborhoods, including favelas, 

were not included as potential beneficiaries of the public-private partnership, which, in fact, 

has paved the way for the construction of real estate complexes that are far from incorporating 

accessible housing. Favelas are, thus, populated places for the purposes of control, but they 

may also be regarded as empty spaces for the consolidation of capitalist interests. Even so, 

favelados may resist despite their subaltern condition, echoing their voices through the 

alternative repositories they have passed on through generations. 
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As Franco stated, not long before being assassinated, in an interview to a major 

newspaper, “favela is not a problem, favela is a solution” (O Globo 2018). The statement 

echoes the idea of disenfranchised communities not as passive, backwards, dirty and 

undesirable, but rather as places of proactivity, resistance, transformation and manifestations 

of various kinds, which address issues such as inequality, racism and other quotidian struggles 

of the working classes. In fact, though often disregarded in mainstream narratives, non-white 

populations have resisted and participated of the societies they were inserted in. Franco’s 

death may not represent the end, but rather the continuation of a long-lasting subaltern battle 

against racism, inequality and injustice. 
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Conclusion 

“Those stones speak, they convey the suffering that 

enslaved men and women experienced when 

disembarking from the slave ships, stepping on 

those stones on their way to the slave markets.”  

Eloi Ferreira Araújo in an interview to Cicalo 

(2015) 

 

Rio de Janeiro’s global significance for slave trade networks, which connected the city 

to the Africa, the metropolis and other parts of Latin America, has been recorded and revived 

by the findings in the Valongo area, which provided an extensive literature on the trade of 

enslaved persons and slavery itself.  However, my research has also encountered points of 

tension in regard to the global diasporic character of the Valongo and of the Afro-Brazilian 

population, generally speaking. As earlier stated, even though scholars in Brazil discussing 

the Valongo area call for a diasporic analysis of the site that goes beyond the institutional one 

proposed by the UNESCO, the global character of the area still clashes with the narrow 

perception of such trait by actors I encountered in Rio, who often employ the term “diaspora” 

when referring to the Middle Passage, but not in reference to the constellation of similar sites 

that exist elsewhere, from Ghana to Guadeloupe, nor in reference to the psychic facet of the 

term or the possibility of adopting the concept in relation to the marginalization of Afro-

Brazilians by the Brazilian state itself. Such limited discussion of the concept contrasts with 

the much broader perspectives brought up by Afro-Caribbean and American authors engaged 

with Diaspora Studies, some of whom I addressed on the second chapter of this thesis. One 

notable exception was the global diasporic perspective seen, also in 2018, in Brazil’s largest 

city and financial center, São Paulo, whose notorious Museum of Art (MASP), hosted a 
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comprehensive exhibition on the Afro-Atlantic diaspora, titled “Trans-Atlantic Histories,” in 

which a myriad of arts pieces where displayed, spanning from early modern depictions of the 

colonized by the colonizer, such as the notorious works of Dutch painter Albert Eckhout (b. 

1610, d. 1665), to artistic impressions on the global engagement towards civil rights in the 

1960s and 1970s, reaching contemporary works depicting police brutality and other forms of 

Black marginalization. The exhibition also encompassed the publication of two dense books, 

one being a richly-designed catalogue and another one a lengthy text volume with academic 

works addressing the African Diaspora from multiple angles, which, in fact, was adopted as a 

source on this thesis (Domingues 2018). Hosted by a landmark museum, the paid exhibition, 

however, suffered from the consequences of being encapsulated by an institution, quite distant 

from the impoverished public, including Afro-Brazilian populations residing under difficult 

conditions in the megacity’s peripheral neighborhoods.  Unlike the Valongo, the subaltern 

engagement towards the revision of history and the call for action on current struggles from 

the Black community was not immediately present at the museum, whose attendees in my 

visit were mostly white, likely from an upper-class stratum. Which is to say that, despite the 

tensions surrounding the discussion on the global-diasporic character of the Valongo in Rio 

de Janeiro, the engagement there had a much more inclusive and potentially transformative 

character, with the effective involvement of Afro-Brazilian activists and scholars, who 

comprehended the diasporic traits of the Valongo through other lenses when they recalled 

Rio’s central and port areas alternative name of “Little Africa,” when they evoked the Yoruba 

language and dance at the blessing ceremony described on the first chapter, when they recalled 

the transnational Black activism of the Unified Black Movement as well as other similar 
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entities. The awareness of a global Afro-character may have been different in the Valongo, 

but its prospective effects signal to a much more radical, inclusive and transformative path. 

Such transformative potential is not restricted to a revision of history; it also allows 

present-day, subaltern, engagements around issues of race, ethnicity and rights of 

marginalized populations, which connect the site to transnational conversations amongst 

disenfranchised peoples, allowing for solidarity bonds to be created or reinforced. Regarding 

different historical perspectives exposure of the ruins has challenged mainstream narratives 

that tend to focus on the submission of Afro-Latin Americans to slavery and then to a second-

class citizenship post-abolition. In fact, people of color have historically engaged in resistance 

since the colonial times and scholars such as Ferreira & Seijas (2018) contend that social 

historians, influenced by cultural anthropology, have been encouraged to move from analyses 

on cultural retention and creolization and to further reflect on the formation of communities 

and cultures in both African and American continents. The authors also argue that this 

historiographical current emphasizes the active participation of Afro-Latin Americans in the 

processes of emancipation and achievement of rights, departing from traditional perspectives 

that tend to concentrate on diplomatic narratives, such as the role of the United Kingdom in 

the abolishment of  global slave trade in the nineteenth-century, or upper-class political events, 

such as the influence of independence and nation-building movements on issues of racial 

equality – in fact, as the scholars note, many independence movements across the Americas 

were not accompanied by structural changes in that regard (ibidem). Andrews (2018) states 

that in the 1800s most Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Cubans were still enslaved, but people of 

color were gaining freedom or being born free in different parts of Latin America. These free 

individuals would engage in activities that raised their inclusion and resistance, whether by 



 

 83 

joining entities connected to the Catholic Church and the military or engaging in artisan labor, 

described by European travelers as a common profession among people of color (ibidem). The 

author argues that the undesired association, by whites, between manual labor and race, 

created job opportunities for non-whites in artisanship, allowing some of them to ascend to a 

low middle class. In similar lines, De La Fuente (2018) stresses that while manual labor could 

be regarded as inferior by Iberian colonizers, Africans brought with them arts and crafts skills 

and were key to the development of such niche in the Americas, participating in the assembly 

of panels in churches and other crafts relevant to the colonial cityscape. Which is to say that 

while colonial art is often associated to European imaginaries and depictions of the colonial 

world – even though such works have their value and contribute to significant analysis of 

colonial hierarchies – black populations themselves also engaged in execution of works of art, 

including colonial art itself. Even though slavery was part of other contexts in the Americas, 

the case of Brazil has its specificities due to the massive participation of enslaved persons in 

“nearly every position in nineteenth-century Brazilian society, including factory workers, 

skilled craftsmen, ranchers, sailors, whalers, couriers, plantation overseers, rented day-

laborers, miners and soldiers” (Baronov 2000:19). Still, enslaved persons often attempted to 

strike, forming maroon communities (quilombos), claiming the enforcement of promised 

manumissions, and demanding the self-purchase of freedom against the opposition of their 

masters – all of such led to the filing of judicial claims, putting pressure on the slave system 

(Fischer et al 2018). While manumission rates were high in Brazil, restrictions on the 

participation of freed persons of color in government, universities and in other positions 

remained an obstacle for a further social advancement (Andrews 2018). 
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Other than encouraging a counter-narrative that emphasizes the agency of Afro-Latin 

American populations in the formation of their societies, the Valongo opens possibility for 

global subaltern engagement through diasporic connections among marginalized groups. 

Diaspora, as discussed on Chapter Two, has a plurality of meanings, comprising not only the 

common-sense notion of a historical dispersal from one point to another, but also the 

contentious relationship between a marginalized community and the state, and the subjective 

feelings of transnational connection, which are history-based but that are today shaped by 

imagination, time and space. Domestically, thus, the Valongo contributes to the ongoing 

discussions on favelados and the threat their subalternity poses to well-established oligarchies 

when people of color reach universities and government, becoming representatives of a 

historically-marginalized class and taking the risk of doing it so, as Marielle Franco did. Brazil 

still holds the largest disparity among black and white groups in Latin America in spite the 

advancements that have emerged from the organized engagement of social movements and 

the inclusive character of administrations of the 2000s and early 2010s, which led to the 

adoption, for example, of laws and policies to increase the access of non-whites to universities, 

all validated by its Supreme Court (Andrews 2018). 

The current challenges are concrete and the present federal administration’s hostility 

towards people of color, indigenous communities, women, LGBTIQ persons, has been 

flagged by a considerable number of reputable organizations. In the aftermath of the 2018 

presidential elections, Amnesty International published a press release affirming that “the 

president-elect’s statements about putting an end to activism and clamping down on organized 

social movements present a very likely risk to the rights of freedom of expression and peaceful 

assembly guaranteed by national and international law…Bolsonaro and Mourão, who are both 
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members of Brazil’s military reserve, have also publicly defended state crimes committed 

under the former military regime, including torture. This raises the prospect of a regression in 

the promotion of human rights, since the end of the military regime and the adoption of the 

Federal Constitution of 1988” (Amnesty International 2018). Also within the scope of third-

sector organizations, Human Rights Watch (2019) has stated that “Jair Bolsonaro, a member 

of Congress who has endorsed torture and other abusive practices, and made openly racist, 

homophobic and misogynist statements, won a run-off election in October,” having also 

mentioned Franco’s assassination: “among the Rio homicide victims were councilwoman and 

human rights defender Marielle Franco and her driver, Anderson Gomes, gunned down in a 

professional killing in March [2018]” (ibidem). In Brazil, the Unified Black Movement 

(MNU) has reacted to the growing violence against Black Brazilians perpetrated by 

militarized forces, stating that Brazil lives “beyond the apartheid, an anti-Black racial 

war…the government of president Jair Bolsonaro invests in the segregation through the 

extermination of its own population, authorizing the possession of fire arms as a solution for 

public safety issues”8 (Movimento Negro Unificado 2019). The Indigenist Missionary 

Council (CIMI), an arm of the National Bishops Conference of Brazil – CNBB, a Catholic 

organization traditionally linked to Liberation Theology and avid supporter of social justice 

causes, has condemned the federal government’s measures that transfer the demarcation of 

                                                 

8 “‘Vivemos, além do apartheid, uma guerra racial antinegros neste pais.’ 80 tiros em 

pessoas desarmadas é massacre. Lutaremos contra esta política de Estado e das elites, de 

extermínio do povo negro. O escravismo serviu para explorar a mão de obra africana que 

construiu a ferro e fogo este país. À custa do sangue derramado das populações negra e 

indígena, o poder econômico, político, social e institucional, concentrado nas mãos de uma 

elite branca, demonstra sua violência e truculência. Neste momento, a situação agrava-se. O 

governo do presidente Jair Bolsonaro investe na segregação pelo extermínio da sua própria 

população, liberando o porte de armas como solução para a segurança pública.” 
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indigenous and quilombola lands to bodies connected to the agribusiness sector, potentially 

benefiting the sector in detriment of those populations9 (Conferência Nacional dos Bispos do 

Brasil 2019).  

Therefore, the uncovering of the Valongo and the social activism surrounding its 

memorialization contributes to the ongoing demand for rights, in a context of growing hostility 

from the current administration towards subaltern groups, which, despite their 

marginalization, continue taking the streets, protesting and, participating just as they have 

done for centuries in different ways, places and conditions. The efforts of memorialization 

advance even in times of austerity, as the engagement around memory does not depend o 

structures, museums, closed spaces. It goes beyond: it includes speeches, public acts, small 

repositories of history, free courses, the commons. The ruins of the Valongo are physical, are 

concrete, but as concrete as the stones that speak, are the ideas, and the social engagement that 

has existed for a long time and will keep challenging and affirming its ideals, even in the 

hardest of times.  

                                                 

9 “O Conselho Indigenista Missionário vem a público repudiar tais medidas e denuncia-

las como sendo componente de um conluio articulado pela bancada ruralista, empresários da 

mineração e da exploração madeireira com o objetivo desencadear um intenso processo de 

esbulho das áreas demarcadas, entregá-las a empreendimentos da iniciativa privada do país e 

do exterior e, além disso, inviabilizar novas demarcações de terras tradicionais.” 
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