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Abstract. This article contributes to recent analyses of gendered violence in Latin
America by highlighting the relative neglect of women’s experiences of violence in
the discussion of ‘new violence ’. In Latin America, women are consistently missing
from mainstream debates about violence, which concentrate on urban crime, youth
gangs and the police. With a focus on urban Brazil, this article argues for a gendered
approach to the range of different forms of violence in order to render visible the
variety of roles that women play in the context and in specific incidents of urban
violence. It also explores the gendered impacts of various forms of violence and the
gendered socialisation of violence. The article challenges the un-gendered concept
of new violence, questioning its ability to capture the full gamut of violences that
men and women experience, and the connections between these various forms. By
adjusting the parameters of the debate, this article highlights the complexity of the
gendered social relations and processes that reproduce violence, and adds a further
dimension to the discussion of violence and security.
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Introduction

In Latin America, the mainstream debate on public security, especially in

countries with high levels of violence in urban centres, focuses on crime,

youth gangs and the police, and, in some cases, on death squads and para-

militaries.1 These phenomena are often collectively referred to as ‘new

violence ’, a term developed mainly by European-based scholars to describe
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1 Ignacio Cano and Nilton Santos, Violência letal, renda e desigualdade no Brasil (Rio de Janeiro,
2001) ; Martha Huggins, ‘Legacies of Authoritarianism: Brazilian Torturers ’ and
Murderers’ Reformulation of Memory’, Latin American Perspectives, vol. 27, no. 2 (2000),
pp. 57–78 ; Jailson de Souza e Silva, Raquel Willadino Braga, Fabio da Silva Rodrigues,
Fernando Lannes Fernandes and Elionalva Sousa Silva, Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e
jovens na rede do tráfico de drogas no varejo do Rio de Janeiro, 2004–2006 : sumário executivo (Rio de
Janeiro, 2006) ; Alba Zaluar, ‘Urban Violence and Drug Warfare in Brazil ’, in Kees
Koonings and Dirk Kruijt (eds.), Armed Actors : Organised Violence and State Failure in Latin
America (London, 2004), pp. 139–53.
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the rise in violence that occurred during democratisation processes across

Latin America. The concept captures not only the proliferation of such low-

level violence, but also the dampening of hopes of an overall reduction in

violence following an apparent end to political tensions.2 However, the

literature on new violence gives short shrift to gender analysis.

This article problematises the relative neglect of women’s experiences

within this new violence literature, which tends to address urban violence

through an examination of male actors. It argues that the silencing of

women’s experiences limits our understanding of patterns of violence and

how it is reproduced. It concentrates on Brazil, which was singled out by

a recent UN-HABITAT report for its high levels of insecurity related to

violent crime, drug-related violence, kidnappings, and violence between in-

dividuals, gangs, the police and suspected criminals.3 Much of this violence is

associated with favela communities, and acute death rates affecting principally

young, mainly black, males from poor backgrounds. Such men are conse-

quently classified as an ‘at-risk ’ target group for government policy and

NGO interventions, based on the disadvantage and exclusion they face in a

variety of arenas, as well as finding themselves subject to criminalisation by

the police and dehumanisation by the media. In this discursive field, how-

ever, women are consistently missing, rarely figuring as active agents in the

picture of violent cities marked by no-go zones, police brutality, vigilante

justice and a controlling criminal class. Alongside the sensationalist mani-

festations of urban violence hitting the headlines,4 everyday acts of violence,

often horrific in their banality, cover a spectrum from the mundane to the

lethal, encompassing fights between neighbours and family members, bar

brawls, domestic violence and violence against children, as well as violent

criminality, gang punishment and police brutality. All of these acts of viol-

ence affect and/or are influenced by women’s involvement, direct or other-

wise.

Some recent work has begun to address the underexplored links between

different forms of violence in Latin America, which range from political and

2 Juan Méndez, Paulo Pinheiro and Guillermo O’Donnell (eds.), The (Un)Rule of Law and the
Underprivileged in Latin America (Notre Dame IN, 1999).

3 UN-HABITAT, Enhancing Urban Safety and Security : Global Report on Human Settlements 2007
(London, 2007) ; Teresa Caldeira and James Holston, ‘Democracy and Violence in Brazil ’,
Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 41, no. 4 (1999), p. 74.

4 Urban violence is increasingly represented in popular film and media, in which violent
masculinities are pivotal in explaining the high levels of criminality and homicides. See
Tropa de elite (Elite Squad), directed by José Padilha (2007) ; Cidade de Deus (City of God),
directed by Fernando Meirelles (2002) ; and Notı́cias de uma guerra particular (News from a
Personal War), directed by Kátia Lund and João Moreira Salles (1999). Much media interest
hinges on the rising public fear of disaffected young men and the violence and disorder
they are perceived to generate.
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social to public and private.5 Moser and McIlwaine demonstrate how, in the

context of civil war in Colombia and post-war Guatemala, communities

identify multiple links between the causes and consequences of the many

forms of everyday individual, community and institutional violence. Other

authors have examined how specific forms of aggression, such as the violent

context of forced displacement,6 have affected women, and how public

forms of violence encroach on interpersonal behaviour and relationships.7

Moreover, there is a growing literature on the phenomenon of gang violence

and the institutional response of police brutality that so often goes hand in

hand with actual and perceived increases in criminal activity.8 However,

while this work increasingly acknowledges the role of masculinities in re-

producing violent practices,9 it rarely investigates or interrogates the role of

women or of ‘ femininities ’ in these dynamics. Critical feminist writing has

argued for the need to examine the socialisation processes in the home that

render (masculine) aggression an acceptable response in certain situations.

As Pearce explains, there is a ‘ feedback effect ’ that enables expressions of

violence in the public and private spheres to feed off one another in pro-

cesses that constitute the socialisation of violence.10 Hume’s most recent

work on El Salvador highlights how women’s experiences frequently lie at

the interface between private and public expressions of violence.11 In the

Brazilian context, the pilot study by Moura and Galera investigates the

multiple impacts of urban violence on women’s lives, while a report by

5 Much of this literature builds on earlier feminist work bringing private violence into public
debate and establishing links between violence against women and political terror, ex-
emplified by the slogan ‘Democracia en el paı́s y en la casa ’ : see Alicia Frohmann and
Teresa Valdés, Democracy in the Country and in the Home : The Women’s Movement in Chile
(FLACSO, Serie de Estudios Sociales no. 55, Santiago 1993).

6 Donny Meertens and Nora Segura-Escobar, ‘Uprooted Lives : Gender, Violence and
Displacement in Colombia ’, Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, vol. 17, no. 2 (1998),
pp. 165–78.

7 Daniel Pécaut, ‘From the Banality of Violence to Real Terror : The Case of Colombia ’, in
Kees Koonings and Dirk Kruijt (eds.), Societies of Fear : The Legacy of Civil War, Violence and
Terror in Latin America (London, 1999), pp. 141–67.

8 Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens ; Ailsa Winton, ‘Youth, Gangs
and Violence : Analysing the Social and Spatial Mobility of Young People in Guatemala
City ’, Children’s Geographies, vol. 3, no. 2 (2005), pp. 167–84; Alba Zaluar, ‘The Paradoxes of
Democratization and Violence in Brazil ’, UFRJ – International Conference Latin America,
Brazil and the European Union Extended (Rio de Janeiro, 2004).

9 Dennis Rodgers, ‘Living in the Shadow of Death: Gangs, Violence and Social Order in
Urban Nicaragua, 1996–2002 ’, Journal of Latin American Studies, vol. 38, no. 2 (2006),
pp. 267–92.

10 Jenny Pearce, ‘Bringing Violence ‘‘Back Home’’ : Gender Socialisation and the
Transmission of Violence through Time and Space ’, in Helmut Anheier, Mary Kaldor and
Marlies Glasius (eds.), Global Civil Society 2006/07 (London, 2006), pp. 62–80.

11 Mo Hume, The Politics of Violence : Gender, Conflict and Community in El Salvador (London,
2009).
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Amnesty International centres on human rights abuses against women by

state and criminal actors.12

Nevertheless, while the lack of recognition of women’s involvement,

coerced or intentional, in violent practices has been challenged by a number

of feminist analysts13 who have offered a more holistic understanding of

violence, there is virtually no gendered discussion of women’s roles and

experiences in the more mainstream debates on violence. Indeed, the con-

cern of much Brazilian literature with gang-related violence, police abuses of

human rights and the increasing role of paramilitaries in controlling com-

munities has all but squeezed out women’s voices.14

This article argues for a gendered approach that acknowledges both

women’s neglected roles and experiences in relation to violence – as gang

members or supporters, as partners, as mothers, as messengers, as carers for

the wounded – and their more subtle behaviours that attempt to undermine

or condone violence, or challenge or conform to prevailing cultures. It

demonstrates that the dynamics of urban violence are highly gendered. Un-

gendered debate eclipses the whole range of violence that women face in

urban spaces and downplays the forms that they encounter in the home and

in private relationships. Analysts and policymakers tend to prioritise certain

types of violence, such as police and gang violence, within an implicit

hierarchy based on visibility and death rates.15 Yet discussions of such

phenomena rarely go beyond the largely male protagonists to consider sec-

ondary impacts on a broader range of actors, including women, and hidden

and non-lethal forms of violence.

12 Tatiana Moura, Rostos invisı́veis da violência armada : um estudo de caso sobre o Rio de Janeiro (Rio de
Janeiro, 2007) ; Amnesty International, Picking up the Pieces : Women’s Experiences of Urban
Violence in Brazil (London, 2008) ; Bárbara Musumeci Soares and Iara Ilgenfritz, Prisioneiras :
vida e violência atrás das grades (Rio de Janeiro, 2002).

13 See, for example, Caroline Moser and Fiona Clark (eds.), Victims, Perpetrators or Actors?
Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Violence (London, 2001) ; Hume, The Politics of Violence ; and
Moura, Rostos invisı́veis.

14 Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens ; Guaracy Mingardi, Tiras, gansos e
trutas : cotidiano e reforma na Polı́cia Civil (São Paulo, 1992) ; Alba Zaluar, ‘Crime, medo e
polı́cia ’, Sociedade e Estado, vol. 10 (1995), pp. 391–416; Aline Boueri and Marina Lemle,
‘O Rio entre traficantes e milı́cias ’, available at www.comunidadesegura.org/?q=pt/node/
31173; Cano and Santos, Violência letal.

15 While homicide rates are a commonly used proxy for levels of violence, they skew data
towards officially registered homicides ; they do not include violent deaths not registered as
homicides, or violence that does not result in death. Ignacio Cano (‘Registros Criminais da
Polı́cia no Rio de Janeiro : problemas de confiabilidade e validade ’, Fórum de debates crim-
inalidade, violência e segurança pública no Brasil : uma discussão sobre as bases de dados e questões
metodológicas, Rio de Janeiro, 2000) highlights further complexities caused by irregularities in
Brazilian police data. Victimisation data in Brazil are scarce and localised.
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It is not enough to simply ‘add women and stir ’, however ; a systematic

gendered approach is needed.16 The wide range of women’s social roles

needs to be understood within a pattern of gender relations in which women

are subordinated, relations that are manifest across the range of intersecting

aspects of identity, including race, social class and age as well as gender. That

gender is a key identity variable in how security is experienced is beginning to

be acknowledged in the literature on human security, security sector reform

and international relations and security.17 Equally, in the analysis of urban

violence, going beyond top-down views of security brings into the frame a

broader range of everyday forms of violence. These shape both individual

and collective security needs18 and require an appropriately broad range of

responses.

So, while this article focuses on previously neglected women’s experi-

ences, it also argues for a more generalised gender perspective, acknowl-

edging the central role that gender plays in the reproduction of violence in

marginalised communities.19 The first section interrogates the usefulness of

the term ‘new violence ’ as a theoretical framework, given that it ignores

women’s experiences of community as well as personal violence. The fol-

lowing section explores three areas that illustrate the relevance of women’s

experiences to the study of urban violence and demonstrates how all forms

of violence have gendered impacts for both men and women. The con-

cluding section reinforces the importance of gender analysis in order to gain

a deeper understanding of the complexity of violence and thus inform poli-

cies and responses aimed at reducing violent behaviour and its consequences.

What is ‘New ’ about ‘New Violence ’?

The term ‘new violence ’ was first suggested by Briceño-León and was

popularised by Koonings and Kruijt in particular.20 Although it refers to

16 Cynthia Cockburn, ‘The Continuum of Violence : A Gender Perspective on War and
Peace ’, in Wenona Giles and Jennifer Hyndman (eds.), Sites of Violence : Gender and Conflict
Zones (Berkeley CA, 2004), pp. 24–44.

17 Kristin Valasek, ‘Security Sector Reform and Gender ’, in Megan Bastick and Kristin
Valasek (eds.), Gender and Security Sector Reform Toolkit (Geneva, 2008) ; J. Ann Tickner, ‘You
Just Don’t Understand: Troubled Engagements between Feminists and IR Theorists ’,
International Studies Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 4 (1997) ; Paul Viotti and Mark Kauppi, International
Relations Theory (London, 2010).

18 Gunhild Hoogensen and Svein Rottem, ‘Gender Identity and the Subject of Security ’,
Security Dialogue, vol. 35, no. 2 (2004), p. 156.

19 Pearce, ‘Bringing Violence ‘‘Back Home’’ ’.
20 Roberto Briceño-León, ‘Violence and the Right to Kill : Public Perceptions from Latin

America ’, presented at the workshop Rising Violence and the Criminal Justice Response in Latin
America : Towards an Agenda for Collaborative Research in the 21st Century, University of Texas,
Austin TX (6–9 May 1999), available at http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/etext/violence/
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the social and economic violence that emerged during the processes of

democratic transition in Latin America in the late 1970s and 1980s, it has

parallels in other regions and countries, such as post-apartheid South Africa,

that have also experienced political transitions to more democratic forms of

governance.21 Authors writing on new violence argue that recent increases in

violence differ from those of previous eras because violence is no longer

limited to state security forces and non-state actors (militias) linked to pol-

itical and business elites, or confined to interpersonal conflict, but is a

practice enacted by a spectrum of state/non-state social actors, in rural as

well as urban contexts and across social classes. This violence encompasses

‘everyday criminal and street violence, riots, social cleansing, private account

settling, police arbitrariness, paramilitary activities, post-Cold War guerrillas,

etcetera ’.22 Explanations vary as to why violence has proliferated despite

anticipated reductions in authoritarian and political violence. Koonings, for

example, argues that this reflects a breakdown of the state’s monopoly over

the legitimate use of violence.23 Others have emphasised factors related to

state failure, such as the impact of social exclusion,24 the pull of easy money

through the trade in narcotics and other illicit goods, and the lack of other

economic opportunities.25 Hume and Bourgois point out how, during con-

flict, repressive states have not only engaged in direct oppression, but have

also utilised local populations to control, inform on and carry out violence

against others.26 Benson et al. link current violence to the patterns of

violence practised by the former authoritarian states.27 But, with some no-

table exceptions,28 in focusing primarily on the state and state-sponsored

memoria/session_1.html ; Kees Koonings and Dirk Kruijt (eds.), Fractured Cities : Social
Exclusion, Urban Violence & Contested Spaces in Latin America (London, 2007) ; Koonings and
Kruijt (eds.), Societies of Fear ; Koonings and Kruijt (eds.), Armed Actors.

21 Charlotte Lemanski, ‘A New Apartheid? The Spatial Implications of Fear of Crime in
Cape Town, South Africa ’, Environment and Urbanization, vol. 16. no. 2 (2004), pp. 101–12;
Colin Knox and Rachel Monaghan, ‘Violence in a Changing Political Context : Northern
Ireland and South Africa ’, in Elizabeth Stanko (ed.), Meanings of Violence (London, 2003),
pp. 184–202.

22 Kees Koonings, ‘Armed Actors, Violence and Democracy in Latin America in the 1990s ’,
Bulletin of Latin American Research, vol. 20, no. 4 (2001), p. 403. 23 Ibid.

24 Elizabeth Leeds, ‘Rio de Janeiro ’, in Koonings and Kruijt (eds.), Fractured Cities, pp. 23–35;
Méndez, Pinheiro and O’Donnell (eds.), The (Un)Rule of Law, p. 143.

25 Koonings and Kruijt (eds.), Armed Actors ; Zaluar, ‘The Paradoxes of Democratization and
Violence ’.

26 Hume, The Politics of Violence ; Philippe Bourgois, The Power of Violence in War and Peace : Post-
Cold War Lessons from El Salvador (Oxford, 2001).

27 Huggins, ‘Legacies of Authoritarianism’ ; Koonings and Kruijt (eds.), Societies of Fear ;
Méndez, Pinheiro and O’Donnell (eds.), The (Un)Rule of Law.

28 Pearce, ‘Bringing Violence ‘‘Back Home’’ ’ ; Caroline Moser and Cathy McIlwaine,
Encounters with Violence in Latin America (London, 2004) ; Moura, Rostos invisı́veis ; Melissa
Wright, ‘A Manifesto Against Femicide ’, Antipode, vol. 33, no. 3 (2001), pp. 550–66.
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institutions, crime and delinquency, and urban militias, the bulk of the new

violence literature tends to treat these issues as if they were the result of

un-gendered processes, carried out by un-gendered actors. Women and/or

the gendered character of violence are either ignored completely or given

little mention. The protagonists are implicitly assumed to be male, while

women are acknowledged to constitute some of the victims.29 This literature

does not attempt any significant deconstruction of masculinities in relation

to this violence, rendering women and their identities and roles invisible and

failing to explore any alternative masculinities among the men involved.

Nonetheless, the ‘newness ’ of this violence does not go uncontested in

the literature. Whether a perceived shift in actors and motives (from pre-

dominantly political to predominantly criminal) reflects a significant shift in

the lived experiences of violence and insecurity is debatable. Arguably, actors

have mutated but not changed; in some instances uniformed police officers

are less likely to be involved in overt violence, but the same individuals may

be functioning under the remit of death squads or militia groups. In any case,

state violence against particular social groups, including poor, marginalised

communities, as a form or result of exclusion and oppression, is an enduring,

rather than new, aspect of modern society,30 although in contemporary times

these groups are also victims of a proliferation of privately funded security

services and militia activities. The ways in which particular sectors of society,

such as youth, unemployed and migrants of colour, are vulnerable to specific

forms of violence are shaped by current societal conditions, which in turn are

the result of longer-term micro and macro processes, and result in clusters of

suffering and discrimination.31 One risk in labelling current violence as a

‘new’ phenomenon is that this view concentrates more on certain contextual

and institutional factors, such as state effectiveness, and less on the historical

socio-economic processes, enduring forms of injustice and victimisation, and

structural factors and continuities of the political and economic system. Of

course, the two perspectives are connected. According to Pearce, the fact

that states have failed to effectively contain violence is profoundly political ;

persistent violence legitimises the state’s authority to operate in the name of

security while protecting elites that have ‘never abandoned the violence that

ultimately protects their interests and acquiesce in state security acts which

29 The most recent volume by Koonings and Kruijt, Fractured Cities, does contain a chapter by
Moser and McIlwaine with a section on gender (‘Living in Fear : How the Urban Poor
Perceive Violence, Fear and Insecurity ’). However, this only serves to highlight the overall
lack of attention to gender in this literature.

30 Mo Hume, ‘The Myths of Violence : Gender, Community and Conflict in El Salvador ’,
Latin American Perspectives, vol. 35, no. 5 (2008), pp. 59–76.

31 Peter Benson, Edward Fischer and Kedron Thomas, ‘Resocializing Suffering :
Neoliberalism, Accusation, and the Sociopolitical Context of Guatemala’s New Violence ’,
Latin American Perspectives, vol. 35, no. 5 (2008), pp. 38–58.
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violently target categories of non-citizens ’.32 Pearce terms this ‘perverse state

formation ’, meaning a state that does not seek to monopolise violence but

rather uses it to accumulate wealth and power for a small group, and in so

doing excludes or even ‘sacrifices ’ large parts of the population, such as

young, poor black men, or ‘gang members ’. So rather than new violence

being an apolitical phenomenon resulting from a weak state, it is selectively

fostered by states ; in other words, what appears to be anarchic and diffuse is

essentially connected to the ongoing political project of new state forma-

tions.

As Benson et al. indicate, it is easy to pass the blame for the current levels

of insecurity onto delinquent young people under the catch-all of ‘gangs ’.

While youth gangs have a long history in Central America, since the 1980s

the region has seen a change in the form and a rise in the number and

ubiquity of criminal gangs due to social disorganisation, structural/economic

exclusion and criminal opportunity.33 The existence of these gangs provides

a convenient scapegoat, and legitimises extensive and punitive policing.34

While Benson et al. argue that historical forces have left racialised ethnic

groups in a vulnerable position, they fail to address how ethnic identities

intersect with other lines of discrimination. Yet the logical progression of

their argument implies that, just as poor and marginalised populations suffer

disproportionately due to the organisation of society, so do subordinate

subgroups within them, and cross-cutting identity markers such as gender

intensify risk and vulnerability to certain forms of violence.

Another risk with the label ‘new’ is that, by definition, it sidelines forms of

violence that are apparently unrelated to the changing social dynamics that

have accompanied political transition. It is arguably the persistence, as op-

posed to the novelty, of violence against women, particularly in the private

sphere, that has excluded women from the debate on new violence. My

critique of the new violence approach is that, in seeking to characterise

the ‘new’ forms of violence, the approach ignores the constancy and

the importance of gendered personal violence. Although there are no

reliable statistical data that indicate that domestic violence or other forms

of violence against women have increased since transition, the fact that

such violence exists and persists is important for our analysis. Gender-based

violence against women is interlinked with other forms of violence, and

should be acknowledged as part of the gendered impact and dynamics of

new violence.

32 Jenny Pearce, ‘Perverse state formation and securitised democracy in Latin America ’,
Democratization, vol. 17, no. 2 (2010), pp. 286–306.

33 Rodgers, ‘Living in the Shadow of Death’.
34 Benson, Fischer and Thomas, ‘Resocializing Suffering ’.
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Although violence against women is an age-old phenomenon found in

most societies,35 it inevitably responds to contemporary social structures,

pressures and norms.36 Moreover, the persistence of this violence does not

lessen the need for urgent violence reduction interventions. Whether a victim

of domestic violence has access to support services or belongs to a margin-

alised ethnic group, and whether a perpetrator has access to a social network

with similar moral codes or access to firearms, are all factors that shape

the social legitimacy and nature of violence within relationships. Therefore,

given that all these elements may be shaped by the current climate of new

violence, violence against women could legitimately be included in the

debate, whether or not the moral claim for inclusion is accepted. This leads

us to question the extent to which the actors in new violence in general are

in fact new, or whether it is simply their more widespread access to

weaponry and dominance in the public imagination that have changed. At a

basic level, the inclusion of women in this debate is merited by the fact that

the ‘new’ social actors with their increased access to arms also perpetrate

violence against women, and that some women play key roles in these

structures. This article aims to show, however, that it is necessary to go

beyond these minimal justifications and to examine the multiple links

between women’s lives and urban violence, with the socialisation of violence

as one clear example.

Without ‘pathologising’ certain cultures as more prone to violence than

others,37 understanding cultural values and socialisation processes can con-

tribute to our analysis of violence. If causes and manifestations of violence

are context-specific, normalisation and resistance also form part of the local

context in which violence is both reproduced and contested.38 Challenging

specific social values that ignore or condone certain modes of behaviour has

been key in the fight against domestic violence in many parts of the world,39

as has revealing forms of hidden abuse such as incest or sibling violence.

This questions the notion that the home and the community are sites of

35 David Levinson, Family Violence in Cross-Cultural Perspective (London, 1989) ; R. Emerson
Dobash and Russell Dobash, Violence Against Wives : A Case against the Patriarchy (New York,
1979).

36 As Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson have argued (in ‘The Subordination of Women and the
Internationalisation of Factory Production ’, in Kate Young, Carol Wolkowitz and Roslyn
McCullagh (eds.), Of Marriage and the Market, London, 1981), gender relations can be in-
tensified, decomposed or recomposed as the result of major economic change ; the same
analysis can also be applied to political change.

37 Brad Evans, ‘The State of Violence ’, International Journal of Human Rights, vol. 11, no. 3
(2007), p. 358 ; Hume, ‘The Myths of Violence ’, p. 61.

38 Caroline Moser, ‘The Gendered Continuum of Violence and Conflict ’, in Moser and Clark
(eds.), Victims, Perpetrators or Actors ?, p. 49.

39 Margaret Schuler, Freedom from Violence : Women’s Strategies from around the World (New York,
1992).
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refuge, rather than the location for the reproduction of both identity and

violence.40 Acknowledging the shifting forces that shape social values and

cultural norms prevents socialisation processes being presented as static and

resistant to change.

New Violence : Capturing Women’s Experiences ?

Despite progress in areas of justice and public awareness, socialisation pro-

cesses that legitimate violence against women are stubborn. Notwithstanding

global efforts to increase awareness, improve services and introduce protec-

tive legislation in recent years, violence against women is all too often seen as

inevitable and blamed on external forces, particularly when it forms part of

everyday life and is not part of a sensational act of public violence. Domestic

violence is frequently explained as resulting from the tensions and frustra-

tions of unemployment, poverty and consequent drug and alcohol misuse, or

even from evil spirits in some religious discourses. It is easier to see violence

as a reaction to events rather than a reflection of the dominant social values

that permit and perpetuate it.

In contrast, Pearce proposes that we examine gendered socialisation

processes that transmit and reproduce violence across time and space, and

across the ideological boundary between public and private.41 She argues that

socialisation processes tend to foster violence among men as a legitimate

response to negative feelings of shame and disgrace and to attacks on honour

and pride, while the same reaction in a woman would undermine her femi-

nine identity. Although these processes are not learnt exclusively in the

domestic sphere, behaviour learnt in childhood is reproduced across time

(in later life) and space (in relations beyond the home). For example, the

respondents interviewed for my research noted that aggressive behaviour

learnt by children in the home was practised in the school and street.

Moreover, claims that one form of violence may prompt another are sup-

ported by research linking military action and domestic violence,42 domestic

violence and child abuse,43 football violence and domestic violence44 and so

forth. If violence learnt in one sphere feeds back into the other, as Pearce

40 Hume, ‘The Myths of Violence ’, p. 63.
41 Pearce, ‘Bringing Violence ‘‘Back Home’’ ’.
42 Jon Elliston and Catherine Lutz, ‘Hidden Casualties : An Epidemic of Domestic Violence

when Troops Return from War’, Southern Exposure, vol. 31, no. 1 (Spring 2003).
43 Dallan Flake, ‘ Individual, Family, and Community Risk Markers for Domestic Violence in

Peru ’, in Violence Against Women, vol. 11, no. 3 (2005), pp. 353–73.
44 Jill Radford and Eve Hudson, ‘Balls and Permissions : Theorising the Link between

Football and Domestic Violence ’, in Tina Skinner, Marianne Hester and Ellen Malos
(eds.), Researching Gender Violence : Feminist Methodology in Action (Abingdon, 2005),
pp. 190–210.
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suggests, this adds strength to the struggle for recognition of women’s

experiences of violence in the home and family. The following sections draw

out some of the links between urban and private violence, and the way in

which relationships and trajectories of influence cross and re-cross both

spheres.

Including women’s experiences in the existing analysis raises a number

of fundamental, if difficult, conceptual and empirical issues. How do public

forms of violence affect violence in the home, and vice versa? Given that

specific forms of violence such as police sexual harassment, gang rape and

vigilante controls on women’s movement in the main affect women directly,

does this amount to ‘more of the same’ familiar violence against women, or

does it indicate that ‘new’ forms of violence affect women in new or different

ways? Does the tendency in the new violence literature to focus on a more

transparent and accountable state as a solution45 provide a sufficient answer

to gendered forms of violence if attention is not paid to the broader socio-

cultural causes of violence? And, most significantly, can the term ‘new

violence ’ facilitate efforts to make visible and conceptualise women’s ex-

periences, or, as claimed above, does it further marginalise their experiences?

While this article can address only some of these questions, they form an

agenda for further debate around the new violence literature. The following

section therefore begins to unpack the term ‘new violence ’ in order to in-

clude gender as an analytical category and stimulate more critical discussion

of this concept and its implications.

Violence in Urban Brazil : The Context

Gang violence and police repression frequently dominate the news in

Brazil, with headlines such as ‘Traficantes voltam a atacar militares a tiros ’

(‘Traffickers Attack Military with Gunfire Again’).46 Such sensational re-

porting tends to divide actors into distinct categories of legality and crimi-

nality, innocence and blame, that foreclose further interrogation of the

dynamics of urban violence. In contrast, activists and researchers are striving

to expose a more nuanced reality and the social inequality that underlies

much of this violence. They point out that homicides are clustered in

geographical locations characterised by low incomes and social depri-

vation;47 that there is a lack of opportunities for young black men living in

45 Evans, ‘The State of Violence ’, p. 351.
46 Célia Costa, Daniel Engelbrecht and Taı́s Mendes, ‘Traficantes voltam a atacar militares a

tiros ’, O Globo, 9 March 2006.
47 Maria Fernanda Tourinho Peres, Firearm-Related Violence in Brazil – Country Report (São

Paulo, 2004) ; Cano and Santos, Violência letal.
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favelas ;48 and that young men (and women) face high risk of injury or death

if they enter the drugs trade.49 Youth, ethnicity and gender are decisive risk

factors, with 15- to 24-year-old ‘ frequently black’50 men the most likely

murder victims.51

The panic around public security and urban violence in Brazil is associated

with specific urban centres, and most commonly with Rio de Janeiro, which

receives a disproportionate amount of coverage in the media.52 Deaths at-

tributed to the police amounted to 1,098 in 2005, more than 10 per cent of all

homicides.53 Homicide rates differ greatly across the city, however, and this

research focused on a group of favelas (Complexo da Maré) situated within a

policing district with the third-highest homicide rate. Relative to other dis-

tricts, police reports show a high level of violent crimes and police killings of

civilians allegedly ‘ resisting arrest ’, both of which are indicative of a high

level of gang activity. It is estimated that approximately 1 per cent of the

city’s favela population are directly involved in the drug gangs,54 which

would imply around 1,200 members in Maré. Ultimately, gang members face

a very high risk of death, whether they are shot by the police, caught in

shoot-outs between rival drug gangs or killed in punishment by members of

their own gang. One study of 230 gang members in Rio found that at least 20

per cent had been killed during the two-year period of research.55 These

figures may well underestimate the impact of gang violence, however. Since

they focus on male gang members, they fail to capture other individuals

caught up in the violence, including women, and other men who may play

less direct roles in the violence or experience less direct consequences.

This article is based on data collected in 2006 and 2009, largely through

interviews and group work with over 150 favela residents and 20 project

workers and academics. Of these, two-thirds were women or girls ;

48 Jailson de Souza e Silva and André Urani, Brazil : Children in Drug Trafficking – A Rapid
Assessment (Geneva, 2002).

49 Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens, p. 82.
50 Caldeira and Holston, ‘Democracy and Violence in Brazil ’, p. 159. Despite common ref-

erence to the ‘colour ’ of those engaged in violence, ethnicity and racial classification are
particularly complex in Brazil, rendering statistics problematic. George Andrews, Afro-
Latin America (Oxford, 2004) ; Donna Goldstein, ‘ ‘‘ Interracial ’’ Sex and Racial Democracy
in Brazil : Twin Concepts? ’, American Anthropologist, New Series, vol. 101, no. 3 (1999),
pp. 563–78 ; Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (London, 1997).

51 Julio Waiselfisz, Mapa da violência 2006 : os jovens do Brasil (Brası́lia, 2006), pp. 32–4, 62–3.
52 Although Rio may not be typical within Brazil, and indeed does not boast the highest

homicide rates, its centrality to discourses and perceptions of violence justifies the focus on
this city.

53 These figures do not include the 911 corpses found, or the 41 cases of bones being
discovered.

54 Luke Dowdney, Children of the Drug Trade : A Case Study of Children in Organized Armed Violence
in Rio de Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro, 2003).

55 Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens, p. 39.
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approximately half were between the ages of 12 and 24, and the other

half were aged 25–64. Access to residents was gained through grassroots

NGOs and government-funded social projects. Consequently, each inter-

viewee had a particular perspective relating to the extent of their involvement

in their NGO, often demonstrating a notable degree of assimilation of the

organisation’s moral rhetoric. These interviews are not representative of the

whole community, therefore, nor are they from the most marginalised

groups. Rather, their voices are used as an illustration of certain community

views and perspectives, providing insight into how people deal with urban

violence on a daily basis. Although participatory methods were used in

data collection,56 they did not go beyond the data collection stage and

thus the research as a whole does not constitute participatory research

per se.57

Although both gangs and the police are responsible for the majority of the

violence within favelas,58 popular attitudes towards them differ. Interviewees

from Maré demonstrated a relatively nuanced opinion of the local gang,

acknowledging their community spirit, ability to arbitrate in conflict and

consideration towards residents alongside their propensity for violence. In

contrast, attitudes towards the police were more consistently negative, as-

sociating them primarily with aggression, abusive attitudes, arbitrary killings

and corruption. Carlinhos Viera, an ex-resident of Maré, compared police

behaviour to that of ‘another drug faction’ in the community, an attitude

supported by reports of corruption and collusion with gangs59 as well as the

violence the police use in their operations. Consequently, the police are

criticised both for their inability to guarantee security and for their part in

reproducing insecurity. One young favela resident, Violeta (aged 19), high-

lighted the role of the police in reproducing criminality. When asked what

problems the community faces, she responded, ‘Policing, which, instead of

helping the residents, actually makes them take the traffickers ’ side’.

56 For problem diagrams and community mapping, see Moser and McIlwaine, Encounters with
Violence ; Winton, ‘Youth, Gangs and Violence ’.

57 Winton, ‘Youth, Gangs and Violence ’, p. 169.
58 Although the three city-wide drugs factions have traditionally dominated nearly all of Rio’s

favelas, militia groups with links to the police and to politicians have been increasingly
implicated in extortion, drug trafficking and other criminal and violent activities. Comissão
Parlamentar de Inquérito, Relatório final da comissão parlamentar de inquérito destinada a investigar
a ação de milı́cias no âmbito do Estado do Rio de Janeiro (Resolução Nx 433/2008), Assembléia
Legislativa do Estado do Rio de Janeiro (Dec. 2008), available at www.nepp-dh.ufrj.br/
relatorio_milicia.pdf.

59 Global Justice, National Movement of Street Boys and Girls and World Organisation
Against Torture, The Criminalization of Poverty : A Report on the Economic, Social and Cultural Root
Causes of Torture and Other Forms of Violence in Brazil (Alternative Report to the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Geneva, 2009).
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Pécaut comes to similar conclusions on Colombia. Where the only point of

contact with state authorities is in the form of military (or police) incursions

that do not attempt to establish either territorial control or relationships with

locals, residents appear more willing to tolerate the demands and excesses of

other armed groups.60 Thus it is not surprising that the local gangs present

themselves as an alternative to policing, given the vacuum left by the police

and the state.61 Gangs provide parallel justice, as well as various social ser-

vices. Each local gang has its own set of de facto laws, the violation of which

may lead to violent punishment. Gang laws commonly prohibit stealing

within the community, physical aggression and speaking to the police.62

These laws vary from gang to gang, however, and the severity of the pun-

ishment is subject to the inclination of the current gang leader (dono), so the

response is never truly predictable.63 Violence, or the threat thereof, is key to

a sense of order and control, as Dowdney points out :

Punishments are generally carried out by lower-ranking faction employees and range
from expulsion from the community to forcibly shaving women’s heads, being shot
in the hands or feet, beatings and death. Like the rules, the imposition of punish-
ments depends on the discretion of the local dono/gerente geral and also on the
perceived seriousness of the infraction :

‘Depends on their mood. If they think you should be killed, you’re killed ’. [Favela
resident]64

Adolescents I interviewed did not necessarily view this form of justice as

right, but they accepted it as the status quo. As Marcello (aged 15) explained,

‘ If a guy robs something and the gang beats him, it isn’t the best option. But,

in a way, they know that they cannot rob. ’ Several young interviewees said

that turning to the gang was the only option open to them if they faced some

form of conflict. For example, after having described a scene of domestic

violence she witnessed on the street, Eliú (aged 13) claimed that the only

source of help in such a situation was to go directly to the gang : ‘Yes, you

can [ask for help] : go there, talk to them and explain that this man is beating

a woman. If he is in the wrong they will make him pay. ’ Violeta only viewed

the gang as an option when all other possibilities were exhausted, however.

When asked who she would turn to for help in the case of aggression, she

said she would go ‘First to my family, but as a last resort, since the police

don’t resolve anything, it would have to be to the gang. ’

In this way, the drug gangs are not only policing but also acting as judge,

jury and executioner, deciding on guilt and punishment for members of their

own gangs and for any members of the community who are seen to have

60 Pécaut, ‘From the Banality of Violence to Real Terror ’, p. 153.
61 Leeds, ‘Rio de Janeiro ’. 62 Dowdney, Children of the Drug Trade, p. 64.
63 Donna Goldstein, Laughter out of Place : Race, Class, Violence, and Sexuality in a Rio Shantytown

(Berkeley CA, 2003), p. 190. 64 Dowdney, Children of the Drug Trade, p. 65.
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stepped out of line. While young men may be the primary victims of this

‘ justice ’, women also suffer the consequences, or they may be targets by

association. Punishment for a wide range of misdemeanours is the rationale

behind much gang violence that occurs within favelas. Although such viol-

ence may encourage a feeling of protection, it actually increases the overall

insecurity that it purports to control.

This section has outlined the type of urban violence that is the focus of

much research and policy debate. Although male experiences of urban viol-

ence are undeniably important, alone they fail to provide a comprehensive

picture. The following section looks at certain elements of these forms of

visible violence in order to show how women are involved and affected, both

within the home and in the more public arena of the street.

Gendering the Analysis of Urban Violence : Women’s Complex Roles in

Urban Violence

In the context of urban violence, despite the variety of roles that men and

women assume, much of the time actors are categorised by the public

and media into simplified groups of perpetrators (gang members or police)

versus innocent bystanders and victims. Women are assumed to fall into the

latter category, only really taking on a solid form when an act of violence

brings their existence into relief either as accidental victims or as grieving

partners or mothers. Occasionally, women are represented as exotic aberra-

tions when their involvement in crime is ‘discovered ’.65 In contrast, Stanko

cautions against categorising an actor as either offender or victim, since ac-

tors may find themselves in the position of offender in one instance and

victim in another.66 Similarly, Robben and Nordstrom argue against this

‘distorting dichotomy_ as if one is, by definition, passive and the other

active ’, pointing out that the front lines are ‘much more volatile and incho-

ate, with violence being constructed, negotiated, reshaped, and resolved as

perpetrators and victims try to define and control the world they find

themselves in. ’67 Simplified roles are inadequate for explaining the com-

plexities of social interaction in contexts of violence, but they also lend

themselves too easily to gendered dichotomies. This section will look at two

aspects of this complexity : firstly, the range of women’s roles in relation to

gangs, and secondly, the complicated role of motherhood. The latter point is

65 Moura, Rostos invisı́veis, pp. 47–49. There was a surge of interest following the publication of
a study documenting women’s roles in the illegal drugs trade (Celso Athayde and M. V. Bill,
Falcão – Mulheres e o tráfico, Rio de Janeiro, 2007).

66 Stanko, The Meanings of Violence, p. 3.
67 Antonius Robben and Caroline Nordstrom, ‘The Anthropology and Ethnography of

Violence and Sociopolitical Conflict ’, in Caroline Nordstrom and Antonius Robben (eds.),
Fieldwork Under Fire : Contemporary Studies of Violence and Survival (London, 1995), p. 8.
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then elaborated through an examination of some of the various impacts of

urban violence in the home.

Women and/as armed actors in the public sphere

Women are not simply passive in their relationships with violent actors. Just

as in wartime, interaction may range from active participation and supportive

roles to passive sympathy or dissent.68 Women play a range of roles in their

relations and interaction with gang members : they protect their partners,

support gang members in jail, incite violent takeovers, hide guns or carry

drugs, or in some cases are directly involved as traffickers. Women’s direct

involvement in gang activity is reportedly on the increase, as recent prison

data imply ;69 while accurate figures are scarce, however, it is estimated that

women still only make up 10 per cent of gang members. Moreover, there are

more subtle ways in which women engage with the concept and reality of

gang membership. Moura points out that women’s responses to male

gang membership may range from opposition, imitation or rejection to ad-

miration, dependency, autonomy or subordination.70 Any apparently active

response within this range may well be the result of gendered power im-

balances, however, resulting from coercion or a perceived lack of choice

rather than an autonomous decision. This wide-ranging understanding of

women’s roles is illustrated by Gay’s anthropological study of a woman who

at different times has been the girlfriend of gang members, a drug dealer

herself, and the family’s designated prison visitor.71 Lucia describes a range

of responses to different gang members who have played significant roles in

her life, variously supporting, directly influencing and challenging these men.

She tells of her reaction after Rui, the local dono, had allowed the murder of

Rogério, the father of Lucia’s child :

So Amanda [Lucia’s daughter] was crying and Rui picked up a bunch of money and
handed it to me and said, ‘Here, buy some things for her. ’ So I threw the money
back in his face and told him to save it for his funeral. At that point, I was ready to
go down to the police station and denounce them all_ and leave. Then one of the
members of his gang said, ‘Kill her quickly, kill her quickly. ’ So I said (and at this
point she begins to cry), ‘Go on, kill me. Go on, kill me_ and my daughter_ finish
the job_ ’_ So then the next day I left. They told me that my daughter could
have everything and that they’d give me money each week. I didn’t want it. I told

68 Cockburn, ‘The Continuum of Violence ’.
69 Figures suggest an increase in crimes related to drugs, up from 32.6 per cent in 1988 to 56

per cent in 2000, in Rio de Janeiro state (Musumeci Soares and Ilgenfritz, Prisioneiras, p. 1).
However, factors to consider include an overall rise in police arrests, increasing awareness
of women’s involvement, and women’s limited financial bargaining power to bribe officials
for an early release. 70 Ibid., pp. 35–6.

71 Robert Gay, Lucia : Testimonies of a Brazilian Drug Dealer’s Woman (Philadelphia PA, 2005).
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them, ‘You’re going to pay for his death. The money you’d give me won’t pay for
his life. ’72

While this account provides a vivid illustration of the direct impact on her

life of the violence associated with drug gangs, in the loss of the father of her

child and the threat to her own life, it also demonstrates Lucia’s anger and

willingness to challenge these violent men and to some extent resist their

attempts at dictating her life choices. I am not suggesting that she is free to

make her own independent decisions ; the book is also testimony to the

extreme violence that women suffer at the hands of gang members, and the

high levels of control imposed on their lives. However, to assume women

are passive agents and victims in these contexts fails to acknowledge the

nuances and contradictions within these relationships, the various roles

women assume and the degree of their agency. As Moser and Clark warn, to

essentialise men as perpetrators and women as victims denies women’s

agency and voice, however limited these may be.73 Indeed, Lucia refers to

incidents where women betray their boyfriends to the police, engineer take-

overs by internal gang rivals, and lie to incriminate other women and

men within these social networks. Girlfriends of gang members may also

be punished for their boyfriends’ ‘ crimes ’, or they may be kidnapped for

extortion.74 Making women victims of gang justice in this way may also serve

to lay down the boundaries for ‘ tolerable ’ levels/forms of violence against

women more generally.

As noted above, domestic and sexual violence is a regular facet of

women’s lives in Brazil, as it is globally, yet the vast majority of these crimes

go unreported.75 According to Datasus, there has been an overall increase

in the use of firearms in violence against women in Brazil, reaching

42.4 per cent of all homicides against women in 2002.76 Although the con-

texts surrounding these deaths are not specified, the data suggest that the

nature of interpersonal violence may be influenced by the availability of small

arms. A pilot research project among victims of violence in Rio de Janeiro

reported that, in households with firearms, 68 per cent of the women had

72 Ibid., pp. 48–9. 73 Moser and Clark, Victims, Perpetrators or Actors ?, pp. 4–5.
74 Ibid., pp. 48, 70, 90, 130.
75 Fundação Perseu Abramo, A mulher brasileira nos espaços público e privado (São Paulo, 2001) ;

Aparecida Moraes, Bárbara Musumeci Soares and Greice Da Conceição, ‘Crimes sexuais
no Estado do Rio de Janeiro – 2001 a 2003 ’, Boletim Segurança e Cidadania, vol. 4, no. 4
(2005), pp. 1–20. Despite variations between cities, a recent study identified a consistent
risk group of young women with low levels of schooling. Michael Reichenheim et al.,
‘Magnitude da violência entre parceiros ı́ntimos no Brasil : retratos de 15 capitais e Distrito
Federal ’, Caderno Saúde Pública, vol. 22. no. 2 (2006), p. 433.

76 Luciana Phebo, ‘ Impacto da arma de fogo na saúde da população no Brasil ’, in R. César
Fernandes (ed.), Brasil : as armas e as vı́timas (Rio de Janeiro, 2005), p. 28.
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been threatened with guns.77 Moreover, relationships with gang members are

shaped by the power imbalance provided by their public status, as well as by

their access to firearms and other modes of violence. For all women in

favelas, the pervasive issues of stigma, economic and emotional dependence,

and the cyclical nature of domestic violence are further aggravated by the

control that gangs impose over residents’ behaviour. These difficulties ex-

acerbate the universal problem of underreporting of domestic violence,78

rendering accurate estimates of rates among favela residents even harder to

obtain. Thus the prevalence of arms complicates the way we understand

women as victims of violence in favelas. It is too simplistic to see women

merely as either supporting or opposing the use of firearms; they can be

involved in a range of relationships and interaction with armed actors, which

can be less or more visible and to a greater or lesser degree coerced. In

reality, women’s responses and actions depend on their positionality and

perceived judgement about how best to secure their personal security and

that of their family members.

Women and/as actors in the private sphere

As with other relationships, the context of urban violence complicates the

already complex role of motherhood. In less extreme situations, women

routinely try to encourage, protect, educate, control and punish their chil-

dren, all in the practice of parenting. In Maré, women are frequently the

primary or sole carers of children as well as the central income earner in their

households, roles that are difficult to juggle. The key female figure in many

children’s lives is not necessarily the biological mother, however, but may be

other relatives or neighbours who assume the role of primary carer. When

asked to describe her life, one interviewee began with the words, ‘ I struggle

alone with my children ; this is the most difficult problem, because they have

a father, but he doesn’t live with me’ (Inês, aged 48). Another woman

similarly responded, ‘Well, I brought up my son alone, working, with a lot of

sacrifice, in the middle of all the delinquency, but he’s a good boy, thank

God’ (Rita, aged 64). The fact that these women start their stories in this way

suggests the importance of motherhood in their personal narratives, whether

this is because they feel their struggle requires recognition or to highlight the

77 Moura, Rostos invisı́veis, p. 86. See also Arthur Kellermann et al., ‘Gun Ownership as a Risk
Factor for Homicide in the Home’, New England Journal of Medicine, vol. 329, no. 15 (1993),
pp. 1084–91; Susan Sorenson and Douglas Wiebe, ‘Weapons in the Lives of Battered
Women’, American Journal of Public Health, vol. 94, no. 8 (2004), pp. 1412–17.

78 Etienne Krug et al., World Report on Violence and Health (Geneva, 2002) ; Lori Heise et al.,
‘Violence Against Women: A Neglected Public Health Issue in Less Developed
Countries ’, Social Science and Medicine, vol. 39, no. 9 (1994), p. 1168.

736 Polly Wilding

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X10001343 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X10001343


absence of a caring, supportive father figure. The discourse of struggle is a

consistent feature, irrespective of whether husbands are present, and is in-

tensified by factors such as alcohol abuse that render men’s behaviour

problematic.79

The educational aspect of rearing and instilling a sense of social and moral

values in children (socializar os filhos) figured strongly in residents’ discourse

around motherhood. This reflects parents’ attempts to protect their children

from the violence and risks that children face in their daily lives. The nature

of the causal links between broken homes, single parenting and delinquency

is the subject of much debate,80 and discourses about such links tends to

shift the blame onto poor parenting and away from structural factors. The

women interviewed saw the burden of keeping children on the ‘right path ’,

particularly for single mothers, as potentially overwhelming. Fernanda (aged

34) described these difficulties and, although not a single mother herself, she

implied her fears for her own young son:

The majority of kids stay with the mother because they never had a father, or he
died, or he works and isn’t at home much. So they spend time with their mother,
more or less. Because if she goes out to work they stay alone and end up on the
streets, hanging out with whoever, eating anything _ They end up getting involved
in things they shouldn’t because there isn’t anyone to look after them.

Violence against children is an understood part of parenting practice in

favelas. Thus women frequently play the dual role of protectors – keeping

children and other family members safe from the dangers of the street – and

of perpetrators, when physically reprimanding and punishing children.

Depending on the severity of the violence, physical punishment is commonly

constructed as ‘education’ rather than abuse.81 As Hume points out in the

context of El Salvador, violence against children is socially perceived to be a

quick and effective means to achieve results – if, indeed, it is recognised as

violence at all.82

To what extent can such actions be explained by contextual factors, such

as a lack of access to alternatives like psychoanalytical support, as Naira

argues, or by the brutality of structural violence that parents themselves

suffer, or by the extremes of violence on the street from which parents are

trying to protect their children?83 Although not all parents adopt violent

79 Goldstein, Laughter out of Place, p. 107.
80 Mark Aber and Julian Rappaport, ‘The Violence of Prediction : The Uneasy Relationship

between Social Science and Social Policy ’, Applied and Preventive Psychology, vol. 3, no. 1
(1994), pp. 43–54.

81 Donna Goldstein, ‘Nothing Bad Intended: Child Discipline, Punishment, and Survival in a
Shantytown in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil ’, in Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Carolyn Sargent
(eds.), Small Wars : The Cultural Politics of Childhood (Berkeley CA, 1998).

82 Hume, ‘The Myths of Violence ’, p. 64. 83 Goldstein, Laughter out of Place.
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practices, as long as there is some level of social and normative acceptance of

the ‘ functionality ’84 of violence as an effective method of parenting, it is hard

to challenge the notion that violence is a natural and legitimate means to

solve conflict and to exert power more widely. The discourse surrounding

violence against women, for example, frequently mirrors that relating to

violence against children, in that such violence is seen as an expression of

love and duty and as a way to control ‘ improper ’ behaviour. While I do not

wish to fall into the trap of determinism, socialisation processes evidently

contribute to the reproduction of violence.85 As mentioned above, men are

permitted or even expected to use violence to counteract feelings of shame,

disgrace and assaults on their pride.86 But violence is not the prerogative

only of men, and there are other contexts – not only in parenting but also,

for example, in response to sexual jealousy – where violence by women is

condoned or encouraged. Such lived experiences of violence inform future

encounters with violence, as they reinforce or challenge the boundaries of

acceptable/legitimate aggression, albeit subject to contestation and revision.

While violence perpetrated in public may act as a conduit of socialisation at a

community level, violence in private contributes to socialisation within the

domestic sphere. Boundaries of acceptable violence in the private sphere also

lay the ground for public violence, and vice versa.

The examples given here, of women’s roles both in relation to gangs and

within the context of mothering, serve to illustrate the variety of roles in-

dividuals play in relation to different, mutually reinforcing forms of violence.

As people move through different social and geographical spaces, different

aspects of their identity predominate and place them at different levels of

vulnerability and risk, as well as mediating their propensity to perpetrate or

challenge acts of violence.

Gendering the Analysis of Urban Violence : Impacts of Urban Violence on Women

Just as women’s roles in violence are simplified, so too are the impacts of

violence, and women’s experiences of urban violence have mainly gone un-

analysed. In reality, women suffer a wide range of direct and indirect impacts

that may be severe but often not immediately visible. Firstly, although

women are statistically less likely to be directly targeted by the police or

gangs, they may still be deliberately targeted, or they may be the victims of

84 Hume, ‘The Myths of Violence ’, p. 64.
85 Research in Colombia showed that 49 per cent of women with a history of being abused

then abused their own children : Concha Eastman, ‘Urban Violence in Latin America and
the Caribbean: Dimensions, Explanations, Actions ’, in Susan Rotker (ed.), Citizens of Fear :
Urban Violence in Latin America (London, 2002).

86 Pearce ‘Bringing Violence ‘‘Back Home’’ ’.

738 Polly Wilding

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X10001343 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X10001343


stray bullets in shoot-outs, or caught up in arbitrary and aggressive policing

tactics.87 In Gay’s study, Lucia describes one particular incident when police

officers raided a house where she was staying, threatened her with electric

shocks, hit her, stole her valuables and took the inhabitants of the house to

the police station to demand a bribe for their release.88 Not only do those

implicated in illegal activity find themselves on the receiving end of ag-

gressive tactics, but also innocent bystanders are caught when the police

‘come in shooting ’,89 such as the numerous children hit by stray bullets each

year.90 One male resident, Vito (aged 19), reported the death of a girl shot by

the police in the street shortly before our interview.

Secondly, women frequently suffer the indirect effect of violence when

those close to them are the direct victims of violence.91 For example, in view

of their caring roles and the more consistent contact they have with their

children, women experience the pain caused by the death of a son, partner or

family member, the all-consuming job of caring for a victim injured by

gunfire, or being left as the sole provider for a family when a partner is killed.

While this is not to suggest that men do not also suffer emotionally, stat-

istically it is men who are likely to die, leaving women to deal with the

aftermath. More women than men have been involved in justice campaigns

following homicides.92 The sociologist Vilma Reis (Federal University of

Bahia) claims that poor women are routinely affected by the deaths of young

men: ‘ In any poor community [throughout Brazil], you get the same story :

practically all the women have already lost a husband, a son, a father or a

brother, killed by the police or by drug dealers. ’93

Thirdly, the persistent threat of violence and overall levels of stress and

anxiety encroach on everyday practices and complicate social interaction,

daily routines and mobility. This can have specific effects on women. Women

worry not only about themselves but also on behalf of others, hoping to keep

children, sons and partners out of the line of fire, away from dangerous

individuals, and occupied. One 27-year-old mother, Noralı́, described how

87 Amnesty International, Picking up the Pieces. 88 Gay, Lucia, p. 70.
89 Amnesty International, ‘They Come in Shooting ’ : Policing Socially Excluded Communities

(London, 2005).
90 Cristiane de Cássia and Rubem Berta, ‘Menina morre após ser atingida por uma bala

durante operação policial na Rocinha ’, O Globo Online, 15 February 2008, available at
http://oglobo.globo.com/rio/mat/2008/02/15/menina_morre_apos_ser_atingida_por_
uma_bala_durante_operacao_policial_na_rocinha-425666297.asp.

91 Moura, Rostos invisı́veis.
92 Amnesty International, Picking up the Pieces ; Bárbara Musumeci Soares, Tatiana Moura and

Carla Afonso (eds.), Auto de resistência : relatos de familiares de vı́timas da violência armada (Rio de
Janeiro, 2009).

93 Quoted in Children in Organized Armed Violence, ‘Homicide Rate among Blacks
in Brazil is Comparable to Nations Undergoing Civil War ’ (2005), available at www.
comunidadesegura.org/?q=en/node/11736.
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she took herself and her children to sleep in the safest area in the house, on

the bathroom floor, when gunfights began outside, a tactic echoed in media

reports.94 Another mother, 38-year-old Mafalda, expressed despair at her

children’s lack of reaction to the sight of policemen driving by in a patrol car

brandishing guns, since she saw their failure to run away as her failure to

instil a survival instinct in them. Mafalda’s concern was to protect her chil-

dren from stray bullets, instructing her children to ‘ throw yourself on the

floor ; you have to take care of your own life, because they don’t care ’. These

examples illustrate the close association between violence and the street, a

place also associated with temptation (criminality, drugs, sex) and undesir-

able characters (gang members, delinquent children, abusive adults). The

response to these perceived risks is often to restrict the amount of time spent

outside, or to fill time with alternative activities, whether sports, work or

social projects.

Fourthly, urban violence also impacts on relationships within the home,

and vice versa. A practical example of how local power structures circum-

scribe parenting practices is illustrated by the difficulties interviewees faced in

instilling a sense of principle and morals in children. Mothers reported

how they were unable to give explanations freely about particular events or

behaviour without putting themselves or their children at risk. For example,

providing explanations about economic activities, ostentatious wealth or

power relationships in the community proves difficult ; thus, Fernanda re-

ported feeling constrained in what she could say to her son:

It is difficult to bring up a kid in the community, because our kids grow up seeing
these things and think they are normal. Every day they see everyone involved
in trafficking, people using arms, using drugs. And I think that _ because of this
kind of thing they end up getting into crime. Because our kids see this a lot : the son
of Joe Bloggs, whose parents don’t work, yet he always goes round in expensive,
fashionable, smart clothes_ How am I going to explain this to [my son]? It’s
complicated ; he might even go to the kid and say, ‘My mum said you are so well-
dressed because your dad is a drugs dealer. ’ So it’s pretty complicated if I tell him
this. So I give different explanations – it must be an uncle or a relative that gave
him this.

As well as the desire to protect, women also expressed frustration at being

unable to help others for fear of bringing problems into the home, at having

to moderate what they say to whom, and at not inviting visitors to the house

for fear of arousing suspicion. These are examples of women’s curtailed

freedoms in the context of urban violence. Such responses are a form of self-

censorship, as they take on the rule of silence as a personal security strategy

and thereby reduce the need for violent actors to enforce such behaviour,

94 Maria Alves, ‘A guerra no Complexo do Alemão e Penha: segurança pública ou
genocı́dio? ’, available at www.comunidadesegura.org/?q=pt/node/34589.
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with fear acting as the intermediary.95 This is only a small sample of the

myriad ways in which violence influences people’s lives, permeating social

interaction and daily routines in the favela and defining social relations both

within and outside the home.

Gendering the Analysis of Urban Violence : Men as Gendered Actors

The discussion so far has focused on the experiences of women and girls,

given the neglect of these experiences in the mainstream debate on violence

and security, but clearly the gendered nature of male-on-male violence

should not be ignored. The fact that men and boys are the most vulnerable to

participating in and being victims of violence is just as much a gendered

issue. This link between men and violence is related to the negative factors of

social exclusion and economic disadvantage as well as positive gains in terms

of identity and other tangible benefits. Men interviewed and observed in this

research exhibited different versions of masculinity, echoing the growing

interest in the construction of masculinities in contemporary gang contexts

and the motives behind involvement in gangs.96 Scholars suggest that gang

membership can be a means of establishing a sense of masculinity through

the acquisition of goods, money, respect and women,97 and of providing a

sense of belonging, the promise of a glorified subculture and rewards for

loyalty.98 Nevertheless, the construction of dominant masculinities is the

result of interpretation and negotiation by individuals so that, as Rodgers

notes, these masculinities emerge from the dynamic interplay between

structure, agency and practice, albeit working within given social and in-

stitutional frameworks.99 Key to the version of hyper-masculinity that gang

membership provides is the possession and use of firearms (intensified by

the prohibition on arms ownership by other residents) and the status, power

and hegemony that these weapons bestow. Moreover, as Moura argues, this

model is dependent on the submission of women to a particular version of

femininity, and on the submission of certain men.100 Just as there is scant

95 Pécaut, ‘From the Banality of Violence to Real Terror ’, p. 156.
96 On Brazil, see Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens ; Souza e Silva and

Urani, Brazil : Children in Drug Trafficking ; and Dowdney, Children of the Drug Trade. On
Nicaragua, see Dennis Rodgers, ‘Dying for It : Gangs, Violence and Social Change in
Urban Nicaragua ’ (LSE Crisis States Programme, London, 2003). On El Salvador, see
Wim Savenije and Chris Borgh, ‘Youth Gangs, Social Exclusion and the Transformation
of Violence in El Salvador ’, in Koonings and Kruijt (eds.), Armed Actors, pp. 155–71. On
Guatemala, see Ailsa Winton, ‘Young People’s Views on How to Tackle Gang Violence in
‘‘Post-Conflict ’’ Guatemala ’, Environment and Urbanization, vol. 16, no. 2 (2004), pp. 83–99.

97 Souza e Silva et al., Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens.
98 Dowdney, Children of the Drug Trade, pp. 134–5.
99 Rodgers, ‘Living in the Shadow of Death ’, pp. 267–92.
100 Moura, Rostos invisı́veis, pp. 34–5.
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discussion of the construction of femininities in the context of urban com-

munities dominated by armed violence, or of how male–female relations

contribute to the reproduction of violent practices, so there is no significant

analysis of how women might manipulate aspects of hegemonic masculinity

in order to achieve certain goals in a male-dominated world – for example,

by winning respect as an active gang member.101 Yet dominant masculinities

and femininities are built, at least in part, on differentiation from construc-

tions of the other, and should be seen as relational rather than viewed in

isolation as one end of the spectrum.

A powerful example of the link between violence and gendered identities

is provided by the connection between drug gang members and violence

against women. Anecdotal evidence from interviewees as well as other eth-

nographic studies suggests that male gang members are heavily implicated in

domestic violence, which is sometimes justified as a form of alternative jus-

tice. Young people in Maré referred to gang members committing acts of

interpersonal violence, frequently against women, as Elza (aged 20) illu-

strated when she said, ‘ I have seen many people fighting, often getting

beaten up_ People mixed up in ‘‘ them’’, those that are addicted to drugs,

for some reason_ Some of the women, their girlfriends, are always getting

beaten in the street ’.

The visible abuse of partners and girlfriends by gang members demon-

strates that the dominant group culture reproduces and encourages certain

attitudes towards women, thereby validating particular notions of mascu-

linity. Not only is there a certain normalisation of physical abuse, but it is

understood that a bandido will have more than one girlfriend on the go at

any one time, while a woman is expected to be faithful.102 Moreover, once

women are involved with gang members, it is not always easy to extricate

themselves from these relationships. In one case that illustrates this very

clearly, an adolescent girl told her gang-member boyfriend, who was in

prison at the time, that she wished to leave him; from prison, he ordered the

murder of her new partner and also threatened to kill her, or her family, if she

left the neighbourhood. This attitude shows how dominant masculinities

feed off particular femininities that rely on loyalty and submission. The

legitimation of abusive treatment and control over women therefore pro-

vides only a partial picture. It is equally important to examine the ways in

which women engage with models that require their submission, as well as

their role in promoting violent masculinities. The socialisation of such norms

101 One ex-gang member, who had been the boss of a drugs den, told of how she had revelled
in having a reputation as being tougher than some of the men. She gave the example of
how she had pulled a man along the ground while driving off in a car, and said that she had
had her choice of men as sexual partners in much the same way as male gang members
claim access to a choice of women. 102 Gay, Lucia.
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and ideal models must be understood if the potential for a ‘ feedback ’ effect

shaping acceptable levels of violence more generally is to be interrupted.

The treatment of men who are not part of the ‘hegemonic group’

also merits exploration. The fact that it is young men who make up the ranks

of gang members means that other – uninvolved – young men are put at risk

by virtue of common identity markers (young, male, balck), and not as a

result of their own actions. This point underscores the importance of re-

fusing to essentialise male and female roles, since men may just as easily fall

victim to the stereotype of violent males. Young men face a greater risk when

crossing gang boundaries, when a shoot-out occurs, when the police invade

communities looking for suspected criminals, or when a turf war flares up

between rival gangs. While some young men may wish to get involved in

gang activity in order to ‘become men’, many others seek to avoid being

implicated in covert activity, sometimes by deliberately rejecting behaviour

associated with hegemonic models of masculinity. For example, they may

avoid certain individuals – whether (rival) gang members or the police – or

spaces and times considered to be flashpoints where covert activities take

place.

A prime example of the risk young men face is when the police caveirão103

enters the community. This armoured vehicle with blacked-out windows

provides anonymity and impunity for the perpetrators of any indiscriminate

aggression and causes widespread panic. Particularly with young men,

therefore, the caveirão featured heavily in interviews as a source of violence

and a producer of fear, as Marcello (aged 15) pointed out : ‘The residents are

scared of the police. The caveirão enters at night and injures or even kills

people. So when shooting starts, you have to stay in the house. ’ This is

particularly true for those who fear being mistaken for gang members if they

are spotted in the wrong place at the wrong time. Milan (aged 18) explained

that when the caveirão approaches, ‘everyone runs home’. He also pointed

out the limitations that fear of the caveirão puts on socialising : ‘We go from

here [the project] to school, so we don’t see much – only at the weekend,

when we want to hang out on the street chatting and we can’t, because of the

caveirão. ’ This is a clear example of the restrictions young men feel in both

the spaces and times at which they can freely move around. The general

belief was that potential flashpoints are less risky for girls and women, which

is vividly illustrated by female residents tailing the police during searches

for suspected criminals. The women’s presence is intended to prevent

an extrajudicial killing by the police on the pretext of a suspect resisting

103 This refers to the ‘skull and crossbones ’ symbol of the Batalhão de Operações Policiais
Especiais (BOPE, the elite operations unit within the Rio Military Police) that is displayed
on the side of the caveirão and other BOPE vehicles.
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arrest.104 Police action like this causes particular concern, as its unpredict-

ability does not observe any commonly understood framework of rules

of engagement. This section demonstrates the importance of a gendered

analysis of urban violence that not only acknowledges an understanding of

women’s roles in urban violence and the impact of such violence upon

women, but also men’s gendered experiences of this violence.

Conclusion

Towards the Gendering of New Violence : Including Women’s Experiences

This article extends the gendered analysis of urban violence by demonstrat-

ing the intersecting links between different forms of violence in the context

of social inequality and repressive policing in Latin America. Firstly, it criti-

cally appraised the literature on new violence which, it is argued, is flawed

because of its gender blindness. Secondly, it detailed the different forms of

violence in urban communities, in both the private (domestic) and public

(community) spheres, highlighting both the roles of women in the perpetu-

ation and reproduction of violence, and the impact on women of violence.

Thirdly, using field research in a group of favelas in Rio de Janeiro in

Brazil, this study highlighted the links between different forms of violence

against women in the private sphere and the more commonly discussed

urban violence found in marginalised communities. This research challenges

the implicit assumption that private violence is less important than the

more visible violence on the street. Demonstrating that all forms of violence

intersect and overlap in terms of actors, impacts, processes and inter-

relatedness not only strengthens this argument but also adds to our under-

standing of the ways in which violence reproduces inequality and oppression

along gender as well as class, ethnic and other axes.

At first glance, the concept of new violence appears to offer a useful

theoretical framework for this discussion by highlighting the localised as well

as state-linked actors who are engaged in the use of violence as an organising

principle, and the state’s lack of a monopoly on violence.105 The implication

of this framework is that a reformed, more responsive state with more

control would significantly reduce levels of violence, but two questions

arise from this assumption. Firstly, is the state best positioned to provide a

solution when its own conduct suggests an active interest in (violently)

maintaining the status quo and repressing marginalised communities? And

secondly, is such a top-down view appropriate when attempting to tackle

104 Amnesty International, Picking up the Pieces. Police killings are frequently categorised as
accidental deaths while ‘ resisting arrest ’ (Leeds, ‘Rio de Janeiro ’, p. 28).

105 Koonings, ‘Armed Actors ’, p. 403.
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hidden, socially condoned and trivialised forms of violence, or is a greater

focus on social power relations more useful for challenging norms and pro-

cesses that facilitate the reproduction of violence? An alternative approach

might give more weight to the social movements and organisations that

advocate social justice and interventions which strengthen the rights of

those living in communities with high levels of violence. For such an ap-

proach to confront the full range of violent activities that are endemic in

marginalised communities, however, the debate needs to move beyond a

focus on the violent actions and identities of men and boys and to under-

stand these as part of a wider landscape of gendered patterns of dominance

and behaviour. While there is an increasing awareness of the importance of

masculinities in the literature on new violence, this has not progressed to a

gendered analysis of how masculine behaviour impacts on – and is influ-

enced by – women’s behaviours, experiences and roles. Thus, if the concept

of new violence is to be useful in practice and is to serve as a framework for

policy intervention, it is necessary to broaden the term to include a wider

spectrum of forms of violence, actors and impacts, rather than selecting and

omitting specific forms of violence and/or actors according to a perceived

hierarchy of violence based on visibility, mortality statistics or political

pressures.

The inclusion of women’s experiences in the debate about new violence

serves several purposes. It highlights that it is not only state violence in

communities that is problematic, but also the state’s inability to protect

women in favelas, which implicitly condones their oppression by masculine

gang structures and increases their vulnerability to violence. Furthermore,

women’s experiences help illuminate the wider context in which the gang

and drug cultures operate within communities. Given the evidence of in-

creasing involvement of women and girls in these structures, it is important

to better understand the wider dynamics that facilitate this and make gang

involvement an attractive option. Finally, women’s experiences of violence in

the private and public spheres demonstrate the continuities between pre- and

post-transition violence, as well as showing how manifestations of violence

respond to changing social and economic conditions.

Women’s experiences demonstrate how violence provokes a range of

consequences that impact upon individuals differently according to

their gendered identities and social positioning. In the same way that any

conflict involves multiple gendered actors and produces multiple gendered

impacts,106 the wars that are played out on city streets affect men and women,

young and old, in different ways. Women’s experiences of urban violence

106 Donna Pankhurst, ‘The ‘‘Sex War’’ and Other Wars : Towards a Feminist Approach to
Peace Building ’, Development in Practice, vol. 13, no. 2 (2003), pp. 154–77.
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are not limited to binary responses of rejection or support ; rather, women

have a complex relationship with urban violence and play a number of

roles that do not fall neatly into victim/perpetrator categories, instead

demonstrating varying degrees of involvement and agency. Equally, men’s

experiences of violence also need to be tackled from a gender perspective,

acknowledging both the empowering and disempowering aspects of mas-

culinities for different men in contexts of violence, which in turn affect the

ways in which the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable violence

are constructed.
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juegan las mujeres tanto en el contexto como en los incidentes de violencia urbana.
También explora los impactos de las varias formas de violencia y su socialización
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hombres y mujeres, y las conexiones entres estas ellas. Al ajustar los parámetros del
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discusión de la violencia y la seguridad.
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Portuguese abstract. Este artigo dialoga com as análises recentes acerca da violência
relacionada ao gênero, destacando o tratamento negligente que é dado aos casos
de violência sofridos por mulheres na discussão sobre a ‘nova violência ’. Na
América Latina, as mulheres estão frequentemente ausentes dos principais debates
sobre a violência, que focalizam o crime urbano, as gangues de jovens e a polı́cia.
Concentrando no Brasil urbano, o artigo defende uma abordagem que insere a
questão de gênero nas diversas categorias de violência, de modo que a variedade
de papéis assumidos pelas mulheres tanto no contexto quanto nos incidentes re-
lacionados à violência urbana venham à tona. Também explora os impactos de
várias formas de violência e da socialização da violência com relação às questões
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questões de gênero, indagando sua capacidade de capturar todo o espectro de
violências sofridas por homens e mulheres e as conexões entre as várias formas de
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violência. Ao ajustar os parâmetros do debate, é destacada a complexidade das
relações sociais ligadas ao gênero e dos processos que reproduzem a violência,
acrescentando outra dimensão às discussões acerca da violência e da segurança.
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