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Minha casa, Marc Angélil,
nossa cidade: Rainer Hehl
on the

micropolitical
transformation

of housing

provision

in Brazil

MINHA CASA MINHA VIDA

With the slogan “My House My Life” the Brazilian federal
government launched in 2009 one of the world's largest
social housing programs—Minha Casa Minha Vida was
introduced, on the one hand, to address the housing
shortage most acute for low-income families, and on

the other, as an anti-cyclical policy in the climate of
international financial crisis. Though the program has been
successful in terms of quantitative output and has been
instrumental in staving off the deep impact of the 2008
global financial crisis on the Brazilian economy, the spatial
quality and social equity engendered by resulting housing
developments are widely perceived to have fallen short.

The ambitious project stands for the contradictions
between economic performance and social agendas
and illustrates how urban resilience and the sustainable
development of cities can only be achieved through the
integration of micro-political movements. Most of the 3.64
million units (IBce, November 2017) that have been delivered
since the program was started were developed top-down by
state institutions and farge-scale construction companies
without consideration of specific local needs, resulting in
mono-functional commuter settlements that were poorly
built on the basis of standardized models.

Consequently Minha Casa Minha Vida schemes have
been implemented throughout the whole country in a
generic way without considering urban services and in
remote locations where land is cheap. Even though the
goal to turn low-income populations into homeowners
significantly reduced the housing shortage in Brazil, Minha
Casa Minha Vida ultimately fostered urban fragmentation
and social divide. The promise to change the life of
Brazilians by giving them a house neglected the fact that

!
|

houses inevitably constitute cities and the way we organize
social relations and collective life. What is more, the case
of the program also shows in an exemplary way how
housing provision is instrumentalized by macro-political
players in order to prioritize individual interests and
undermine micro-political movements.

As a matter of fact, the micro-political dimension of
housing production is of particular significance as it
concerns the private home, the most intimate place for
the production of subjectivity. But, at the same time, the
individual housing unit is also constitutive for the public
sphere reflecting macro-political conditions. The housing
question therefore always has to be approached from two
angles—from the top-down perspective of governmental
institutions and policies as well as from bottom-up
appropriation and popular production. In Brazil, the
dichotomy of micro- and macro-politics is most explicit in
the contrast between the self-produced living environment
of the favela and the standardized units of state-led
housing programs. Whereas popular production mirrors
the aspirations and negotiations of the people on the
ground, large-scale housing provision by the state rather
follows current modalities of capital flows and corporate
interests. How do these seemingly opposing models impact
the production of livelihoods? How do they determine the
relationship between individual and collective and how do
they influence our subjectivity? How do macro-political
conditions control the way we inhabit the city and how far
we can conceive micro-political action as a counter project
to the dominating logic of capitalist production?

The premise that the house determines the way we
conceive the society as a whole is double fold. New urban
realities that have been established through quantitative
models in order to subordinate individuals under the logic
of capitalism do not necessarily reflect the production of
subjectivities by the people. An inclusive approach that
would enable the co-existence of a diversity of social
entities therefore would depend on intensive interactions
between top-down governance and bottom-up actors. Is
the proliferation of invisible walls and the urban divide due
to the fact that macro- and micro-politics are disconnected?

CIDADE DE DEUS

If we look at the history of housing development in Brazil,
we realize that macro-political forces and micro-political
impacts have always been strongly entangled. The

case of Cidade de Deus [City of God] in Rio de Janeiro

is exemplary in this respect. Due to the book by Paulo
Lins, a former resident of the area, and the internationally




renowned movie, the neighborhood became stigmatized 300
as a ghetto—as a typical Brazilian favela dominated by
criminal factions and social decay. In reality, Cidade de
Deus did not begin as a favela at all, but was rather a new
town modeled as proto-suburb and built in the mid-1g6os
on the western periphery of Rio, more or less in the same
way as the Minha Casa Minha Vida schemes would be
developed half a century later.

The model for the settlement originated in the United
States and was brought to Brazil under the Alliance
for Progress, a program introduced by President John
F. Kennedy in 1961 to establish economic cooperation
between the us and Latin American countries. There was
a geopolitical objective here, not least of which was to
stem the tide of Communism in the region and promote
political and economic reform across the continent. The
program promoted the spread of capitalism by encouraging
homeownership and providing decent living conditions as
a means of boosting the middle-class, an agenda identified
by historian Gerald Haines as the "Americanization of
Brazil".' The neighborhood was conceived to accommodate 1. See Gerald K. Haines,

roughly 10,000 people, manifesting a formal solution to Americanization ofIBmzH:A Study
of U.S, Cold War Diplomacy

remove favela dwellers from the city center and concentrate  ° .

. . L in the Third World, 1945-1954-
the poor in a remote location requiring long commutes to Lanham: Rowman & Littlefiald
places of work downtown, Publishers, 1gg7.

To house those displaced, two standard models were
brought in, the typical free-standing, one-story, single-family
house stamped out side by side, and five-story, walk-up
apartment blocks, or conjuntos, with 35-square meter units.
Ower time, more and more settlers moved in and ongoing
urban to rural migration further exacerbated the dilemma
of an already overcrowded Cidade de Deus. lllegal building
activities soon ensued to make room for those displaced,
setting off an explosion of unregulated, ad hoc solutions to
expand on existing building types. In-between spaces were
filled, porches added, impromptu stores and workshops
inserted, and extra floors built on top of original houses, all
of which gradually created an ingenious bricolage of auto-
construction that basically removed the gloss of modernist
planning to reassert the popular culture of the informal.

Cidade de Deus degenerated into a crime- and drug-
ridden hellhole in the 19Bos after the fall of the military
regime, becoming a full-fledged favela run by an alliance
of organized crime and corrupt police. In response to the
spiral of eriminal action that was haunting the place, a
solution was sought in the late 2zo00s by deploying special
police units formed to pacify the troubled community and
win over residents traumatized by decades of viclence:
the Unidade de Policia Pacificadora [Peacekeeping Police
Unit - upp]. The tactic worked and produced during a certain
time a popular neighborhood that in turn offered a potential

model of self-empowerment and urban rehabilitation. But,
according to recent reports, the transformation of Cidade de
Deus into a peaceful precinct was short-lived. Due to budget
cuts and the weakening of the upp, the neighborhood is
gradually sliding back into its previous conditions.

DEJA-VU?

It seems like déja-vu when it comes to the comparison
between the history of Cidade de Deus and those of the
Minha Casa Minha Vida settlements. Laid out in a similar
manner, either with suburban single-family houses, or 5
story condominiums, most of the newly built settlements
have already started to degenerate after only a couple of
years. Itis also striking to see how the program was equally
fueled by foreign capital in order to boost investment and
produce an emerging consumer middle-class for the
expansion of the capitalist market. Are we now witnessing
the repetition of the Cidade de Deus debacle multiplied by
millions of units and distributed nationwide?

The comparison might not match all the various
manifestations of Minha Casa Minha Vida settlements that
have recently been built on the outskirts of the Brazilian
cities. But a closer look between the political conditions
back then and now actually reveals another uncanny
resemblance. Whereas the implementation of mass housing
schemes in the periphery of the cities in the 1g6os has to
be read in the context of the coup d'Etat by the military and
the installment of an oppressive regime, we are now facing
another kind of take-over by the elites of industrial and
financial capital, which largely outpaces the scale and the
impact of corporate power relations. What is striking is not
only the quantity of the ongoing production of mass housing
compared to the output half a century before, but also the
way in which power is exercised and consolidated, following
now perfidious strategies that go far beyond the direct and
violent oppression characteristic of the dictatorship during
the military regime. With the installment of Michel Temer
as president after the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff, the
political agenda was radically geared towards the interests
of large scale market players and international investment
capital. While an alliance between corrupt politicians, jurists,
the financial elite and the media is cementing their power
by changing the Constitution and removing opposition
politicians through dubious scandals and criminal
investigations, social agendas and democratic institutions
are systematically dismantled.

The turn toward an autocratic system that just follows
corporate interests is not only undoing the achievements
stemming from decades of bottom-up mobilizations and
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302 to self-organizing entities was based on the mutirdo [joint
effort] model developed by the municipal government
of Sdo Paulo under mayor Luisa Erundina between 1g8g
and 1gg2. With the introduction of public housing policies
that encouraged cooperative development, assisted
auto-construction cooperative associations were given
autonomy in the management, financing and design of the
project, which also led to an increase of operating entities
and offices for technical assistance. The experience of
the Municipality of Sao Paulo triggered similar housing
developments in other cities, and subsequently, the State
Government of Sdo Paulo established guidelines and state |
regulations for the promotion of housing cooperatives.
Accordingly, knowledge gained in Sao Paulo left its mark on

social struggles. According to psychoanalyst and culture
critic Suely Rolnik, the new strategy of the financial elite
also consists in directly influencing and manipulating the
way subjectivity is produced.

While (in the wake of the second phase of the coup
d’Etat) the macro-political operation of dismantling the
Constitution and the national economy is intensifying,
the micro-political operation of production of
subjectivities by manipulating the desires of the people
is also intensifying. With this double-fold operation

of two facets that cannot be dissociated, another

third and ultimate phase of the coup d'Etat is about

to be prepared: the complete takeover of political and

economic power by globalized capitalism." 2. Rolnik, Suely, A nova ) ' federal programs, such as the Crédito Solidério [Solidarity
modalidade de golpe de Esmjﬂ- Credit] initiative introduced in 2oos, and finally within the
. % - 2o of Minha Um seriado em trés temporadas. f k of the Minha C Minha Vid
It is not surprising that the %tandard|zed1 units o Avaiable st www.outraspalavras. ramewor a Casa Minha Vida program.
Casa Minha Vida are matching the housing types as they net/brasil/666381. Accessed on Even though only 5% of the overall budget was dedicated
were developed in the early phase of mass housing in March 16, za18. Translation by to Minha Casa Minha Vida - Entidades [Entities], it enabled

the author. local organizations to build-up capacities for housing
models that are adapted to the needs of the inhabitants
and to the specific conditions of the local context. The
Entidades program is standing for the attempt to integrate
bottom-up organization within the framework of top-down
institutional practice and it can be considered a first step
towards inclusive housing provision empowering micro-
political mobilization within the macro-political scale.
There still might be a long way to go until cooperative
and participative practice will be considered an integral
component of sustainable urban development. While
dominating macro-political power constellations are
increasingly threatening the production of inclusive and
equitable cities, the lesson from the social housing history
in Brazil shows us that the next urban revolution will
depend on cooperation and micro-political empowerment.

Brazil. Conceived as a tool to promote and consclidate
capitalist production, housing provision was ultimately
established in order to direct and control the reproduction
of life itself. It is also clear that this strategy is far from
aligning with the goal of producing sustainable and
equitable urban environments.

While the outlook for a change in dominating
macro-political constellations seems hopeless at the
moment, the focus on micro-political transformation might
be more promising. With the mobilization of bottom-up
strategies and civic engagement the people themselves
can again take control over the way their livelihoods
are produced. But, as the case of Cidade de Deus also
illustrates, if popular production takes over and appropriates
standardized models provided by the market, it still remains
uncertain whether informality and popular appropriation can |
lead to more inclusive and sustainable environments. What
sort of micro-political counter-model, would truly allow the
production of sustainable and equitable cities?
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