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Abstract 
 

This article explores the gendered, classed and racialized impacts of urban necropolitics on Black women 
in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro. It is commonly believed that Black men, who are disproportionately 
victimized by lethal police violence, suffer the most from necropolitical state violence. However, by 
privileging perspectives of Black mother activists, this article shows that necropolitical security 
governance deliberately targets Black women. Black mothers are the main caregivers to their children 
and families, everyday police violence thus affects Black mothers in gender-specific ways, destroying 
family and social ties and fundamentally disrupting Black women’s ability to sustain and care for Black 
life. I argue that necropolitical governance fundamentally relies on the invisibilization of Black women, 
their everyday work and their gender-specific suffering. Drawing on on-site and online ethnographic 
fieldwork (2019-2021) and hybrid empirical material, this study centers on the spatial practices of 
resistance and memorial space-making of Black mothers’ movements. Despite the multiple forms of 
discrimination and oppression that they face, mothers’ movements claim space for collective mourning 
and spatially anchor their demands for justice and the reduction of violence. Black mother activists not 
only create embodied, spatially grounded knowledge about the everyday impacts of state violence, but 
also appropriate space to memorialize violent events and, thereby, counteract the trivialization of anti-
Black violence. 
 
Key words: Black mother activism; memory work; favelas; gendered necropolitics. 
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Traços materiais do luto coletivo: a construção do espaço memorial 

por mães negras ativistas em uma favela do Rio de Janeiro 
 

Resumo 
 
O presente artigo tem o objetivo de analisar os impactos de gênero, classe e raça da necropolítica urbana 
sobre mulheres negras nas favelas do Rio de Janeiro. Acredita-se que homens negros, que são 
desproporcionalmente vitimados pela violência policial letal, sofrem mais com a violência estatal 
necropolítica. No entanto, ao privilegiar as perspectivas de mães negras ativistas, este artigo mostra que 
a governança necropolítica da segurança tem como alvo deliberado mulheres negras. Mães negras são 
as principais cuidadoras de seus filhos e famílias; a violência policial cotidiana, portanto, afeta mães 
negras de maneiras específicas de gênero, destruindo laços familiares e sociais e interrompendo 
fundamentalmente a capacidade das mulheres negras de sustentar e cuidar da vida negra. Argumento 
que a governança necropolítica se baseia fundamentalmente na invisibilização das mulheres negras, em 
seu trabalho cotidiano e em seu sofrimento específico de gênero. Este estudo utiliza material empírico 
híbrido, com base em trabalho de campo etnográfico in loco e online (2019-2021). Ele se concentra nas 
práticas espaciais de resistência e na construção de espaços memoriais dos movimentos de mães negras. 
Apesar das múltiplas formas de discriminação e opressão que enfrentam, os movimentos de mães 
reivindicam espaço para o luto coletivo e ancoram espacialmente suas demandas por justiça e redução 
da violência. As mães negras ativistas não apenas criam conhecimento corporificado e espacialmente 
fundamentado sobre os impactos cotidianos da violência estatal. Mas elas também se apropriam de 
espaços para memorializar eventos violentos e, assim, combater a banalização da violência contra 
pessoas negras. 
 
Palavras-chave: ativismo de mães negras; construção de memória; favelas; necropolítica de gênero. 

 

 

Rastros materiales del duelo colectivo: la construcción de un espacio 

memorial por madres negras activistas en una favela de Río de Janeiro 
 

Resumen 
 
Este artículo analiza los impactos de género, clase y raza de la necropolítica urbana en las mujeres negras 
en las favelas de Río de Janeiro. Se cree comúnmente que los hombres negros, quienes son víctimas 
desproporcionadamente de la violencia policial letal, son los que más sufren la violencia estatal 
necropolítica. Sin embargo, al privilegiar las perspectivas de las madres activistas negras, este artículo 
muestra que la gobernanza de la seguridad necropolítica se dirige deliberadamente a las mujeres negras. 
Las madres negras son las principales cuidadoras de sus hijos y familias, por lo que la violencia policial 
cotidiana afecta a las madres negras de maneras específicas de género. Destruye los lazos familiares y 
sociales y altera fundamentalmente la capacidad de las mujeres negras para sostener y cuidar la vida 
negra. Argumento que la gobernanza necropolítica se basa fundamentalmente en la invisibilización de las 
mujeres negras, su trabajo cotidiano y su sufrimiento específico de género. Basándose en trabajo de 
campo etnográfico in situ y en línea (2019-2021) y material empírico híbrido, este estudio se centra en las 
prácticas espaciales de resistencia y la creación de espacios conmemorativos de los movimientos de 
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madres negras. A pesar de las múltiples formas de discriminación y opresión que enfrentan, los 
movimientos de madres reclaman espacios para el duelo colectivo y anclan espacialmente sus demandas 
de justicia y reducción de la violencia. Las madres activistas negras no solo generan conocimiento 
corpóreo y espacial sobre los impactos cotidianos de la violencia estatal, sino que también se apropian de 
espacios para conmemorar los eventos violentos y, así, contrarrestar la trivialización de la violencia anti-
negra. 
 
Palabras clave: Activismo de madres negras; construcción de memoria; favelas; necropolítica de género. 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

In January 2023, a new government was formed in Brazil, after four politically 

turbulent, polarizing years under the far-right administration of Jair Bolsonaro. In 

President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s new cabinet, Anielle Franco took office as Brazil’s 

first-ever Ministra da Igualdade Racial (Minister of Racial Equality). Anielle Franco is a Black 

woman born in the favela of Maré in Rio de Janeiro’s Zona Norte (North Zone), a 

neighborhood that one passes on the way to and from Galeão International Airport. She 

is also the younger sister of Marielle Franco, a Black LGBTIQA+ and human rights activist 

and councilwoman for Rio de Janeiro who was assassinated in central Rio in March 2018 

along with her driver Anderson Gomes. Almost eight years after the crime, at the end of 

February 2026, Brazil’s Supreme Federal Court (Supremo Tribunal Federal) finally 

convicted the masterminds of the murder.   

The words of Anielle Franco’s speech when she assumed office at the Palácio do 

Planalto in Brasília – just days after extremist Bolsonaro supporters had invaded the 

palace – have resonated with me ever since: 

 

We are here because we have a project for this country. A project for a 
country where a Black woman can access and exist in various decision-
making spaces without having her life taken with five shots to her head. 
A project for a country where the mother of a young Black man does not 
suffer every day, wondering whether her son will return home because he 
is at risk of being murdered by the state itself (Ministério Igualdade Racial, 
2023, my translation).  
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With these emotional words, the new minister paid tribute to her sister, the first 

bisexual Black favelada (female favela resident) pursuing Black feminist politics to be 

elected to the Rio de Janeiro’s city council. As a queer Black activist and politician, 

Marielle Franco denounced racist state violence and police brutality in favelas, advocated 

for demilitarization and campaigned for the rights of poor Black populations. By invoking 

her sister’s brutal murder, Anielle Franco pointed beyond an individual tragedy to the 

structural dangers Black women face when “accessing and existing in” political spaces 

historically reserved for economically privileged white men. For Black women from 

favelas, occupying positions in municipal or federal government is not an obvious 

trajectory but a transgression of racialized and gendered norms – and the enforcement 

of those boundaries can be extremely violent. Marielle’s assassination painfully illustrates 

a violent demonstration of such power over spaces that are not envisioned for Black 

women (Hutta, 2022; Passos, 2020). 

Anielle Franco also addressed the worries and fears of Black mothers for their 

Black children whose safety is severely impaired pelo próprio Estado (by the state itself). 

The state of Rio de Janeiro’s police force is among the deadliest in Brazil; young Black 

men are disproportionately victimized by incarceration, torture, disappearance and lethal 

police violence perpetrated in favelas and urban peripheries. In 2024 alone, military and 

civil police murdered 703 people – nearly two per day (Souza, 2025). Black men are 

routinely criminalized as bandidos (criminals) and their deaths are justified as necessary 

to establish public security. Foregrounding Black mothers’ fear and grief for their children 

in an inauguration speech is the departure point for a qualitatively different 

understanding of the extent of state violence, highlighting how that violence operates 

and manifests in everyday urban spaces. It is evidence of a consciousness of the vast, 

multifaceted and intersecting consequences of everyday physical and structural violence 

in favelas. While Black mothers from favelas might not be victimized in the same way as 

their children, they bear enduring consequences as the main caregivers to their children. 

They suffer the gendered, long-term consequences of everyday police violence in their 
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communities: injustice, criminalization and trauma (Alves, 2014; Rocha, 2024; Wilding, 

2014). 

This article builds on this insight to explore the gendered and racialized impacts of 

what Jaime Amparo Alves calls “necropolitical spatiality” (2018, p. 56). Privileging the 

perspectives of activists of the Mães de Manguinhos – a mothers’ movement from the 

favela of Manguinhos in Rio de Janeiro’s Zona Norte – this study situates Black mothers’ 

organizing as a political response to anti-Black state violence. These movements, mainly 

driven by Black mothers whose children have been tortured, incarcerated or murdered 

at the hand of the police, mobilize locally and autonomously to contest police violence 

and injustice. Despite their social and spatial positionality, that is characterized by 

multiple discriminations and oppression, Black mothers’ movements claim their space in 

a political discussion by speaking as mothers who mourn the loss of their children, most 

of them sons. Although scholarship has begun to foreground women’s and mothers’ 

experiences with state violence in Brazil (see, e.g., Alves, 2014; Rocha, 2024; Santiago; 

Fernández, 2017; Vianna; Farias, 2011; Wilding, 2014), less attention has been paid to how 

Black mothers appropriate and transform public space. I argue that their practices of 

collective mourning and memory work constitute a form of space-making that render the 

everyday, gendered and racialized impacts of necropolitical violence visible. Black mother 

activists not only create embodied, spatially grounded knowledge but also appropriate 

space to memorialize violent events and, thereby, counteract the trivialization of anti-

Black violence.  

The article proceeds as follows: I begin by outlining the gendered, classed and 

racialized implications of the violent reality in favelas. I also introduce Black women’s and 

mothers’ mobilization and the importance afforded to memorializing practices in their 

activism. Next, I present the hybrid empirical material and the methods used to overcome 

the Covid-related challenges I encountered in my research. Finally, I analyze favela 

necropolitics through material traces of memory as a way to shed light on the invisibilized 

impacts on Black women and mothers. I argue that through their maternal activism, Black 
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mothers’ movements not only contest the normalization of the killing of their children 

but also write themselves into the narrative. They make tangible the mundane, less 

obviously gendered strategies of necropolitical governance by inscribing memory into 

public space. 

 

 

The “War on Drugs” Against Favelas  
 

Everyday life for poor Black populations in favelas and urban peripheries is 

frequently interrupted by state violence, including police brutality, mass incarceration 

and forced disappearance. As Maria Eduarda Ota and Robert Mason put it, “In few places 

is the coloniality of the modern Brazilian state clearer than in the cityscape of Rio de 

Janeiro” (Ota; Mason, 2022, p. 117). Favelas emerged out of the necessity, in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries, to house former slaves and their descendants who migrated to 

the city. Despite their marginalization, favelas are vital for the city to function and are 

tightly woven into Rio de Janeiro’s geography of inequality (Perlman, 2010). The 

racialized socio-economic hierarchies established under slavery persist today, as Black 

Brazilians, especially Black women, are overrepresented in informal and precarious work 

sectors. In this sense, favelas are historically produced spaces pf racial containment, 

while mass incarceration operates as a contemporary mechanism for controlling and 

regulating Black life (Alves, 2018). 

Since their emergence, favelas and their residents have been marked as inherently 

dangerous and violent. In addition to forced removals and police operations, the state 

has also deployed paternalistic policies in the name of hygiene, sanitation and 

environmental protection. This perception intensified in the mid-1980s as favelas became 

locations for the international drug trade (Arias, 2006). In political and media discourse, 

Black men in particular are cast as bandidos (bandits). This image is constructed through 

public morality, police and criminal laws and rests upon the firm foundations of the 
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colonial dehumanization of Black men and the myth of Black male violence (Amar, 2003). 

As Michel Misse argues, the bandido “is not just any criminal subject but a ‘special’ 

subject, so to speak, one whose death or disappearance can be widely desired” (2010, p. 

17, own translation). Narratives such as bandido bom é bandido morto morto (a good 

criminal is a dead criminal), the broader rhetoric of the guerra às drogas (war on drugs) 

and the sensationalist media reporting that often broadcasts police operations live on 

television normalize lethal violence. They sustain a moral order in which state brutality 

appears both necessary and justified (Ferrugem, 2020; Leite, 2012). 

The spatial proximity of favela residents to drug traffickers was translated as 

complicity; if they were not bandidos (bandits) themselves, they were at least quase 

bandidos – basically criminals, as opposed to the good citizens living outside the favela 

(Leite, 2012; Perlman, 2010, p. 1-23). This becomes visible, for example, in the creation of 

a new police unit in 2008, the Pacifying Police Unit UPP (Unidade de Polícia Pacificadora). 

The UPPs were implemented in certain favelas to reduce drug trafficking through 

proximity policing. Originally planned as a form of community policing project, the 

implementation of the UPPs confirmed fears of further militarization of everyday life in 

Black territories, including police brutality, torture (Håndlykken-Luz, 2020; Leite, 2012; 

Misse, 2019). 

Historically, “pacification” functioned as a colonial governance strategy to justify 

so-called civilizing missions perpetrated against Indigenous populations, presenting 

domination as peace-making while obscuring the violence inherent in these processes. 

The use of “pacification” in favela security governance today taps into this same colonial 

logic, where favela residents are treated as needing to be controlled and integrated into 

the formal city (Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014). Institutionalizing the permanent occupation 

of Black neighborhoods, the UPP program contributed to transforming favelas into literal 

war zones and perpetuating historical inequalities along the lines of race, class and 

gender (Melgaço; Coelho, 2022; Veillette; Nunes, 2017). As Daniela Ferrugem puts it, “The 

war on drugs doesn’t ask for permission; it invades homes, communities, and people’s 
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lives, without them having any intention of fighting in this vile battle” (2020, p. 45, own 

translation). 

This language of bandidos, guerra às drogas and pacification not only legitimizes 

the further militarization of security and urban warfare but also normalizes deadly 

violence against Black men as inevitable and necessary. It is also a legitimization strategy 

that prevents an outcry from the wider, or rather the whiter, public, to whom the state’s 

security promise is directed (Ferrugem, 2020; Misse, 2010). While serious problems with 

violence, environmental risks and a lack of urban sanitation and access to clean water 

exist in favelas, state policies utilize these issues to justify the demolition of favelas and 

the forced relocation of their residents (Barbosa; Coates, 2021; Melgaço; Coelho, 2022). 

Even decades of activism by Black movements and NGOs have been largely ignored by 

most politicians, the media and broader society (Perry, 2016; Piovesan, 2009). This 

creates a “necropolitical spatiality” (Alves, 2018, p. 56) in which Black favela residents are 

systematically controlled through physical and systemic violence. In these spaces, urban 

security governance is not only about policing Blackness but about regulating life and 

death, causing traumas for generations of Black Brazilians.  

 

 

Remembering Urban Trauma 

 

The omnipresence of violence directed at geographically demarcated Black 

territories is enmeshed in the ordinary and also manifests in urban space. Cities, too, can 

have wounds, and the particular histories of displacement, the denial of urban services 

and arbitrary killings are written into the urban space of favelas. Bullet holes in walls, 

pools of blood residents have to wash away after police operations and fractured social 

networks attest to this spatialized violence (Till, 2012). In contexts of constant insecurity, 

violence becomes both a spatial and a social structure. Police operations disrupt everyday 

tasks such as going to work and doing household chores but also make it necessary to 
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organize alternative childcare when schools are closed because of shootings. Yet such 

disruptions are not exceptional, they are woven into daily life. This is what Rachel Pain 

(2019) calls “chronic urban trauma” and Anne-Marie Veillette (2025) denotes as “urban 

atmospheres of terror.” Militarized security policies normalize the “killability” of Black 

men and make life a living hell for those who survive. Within racialized and gendered 

necropolitics, young Black men, queer and trans people are primary targets of (lethal) 

violence, while Black women suffer its long-term consequences (Hutta, 2022; Robaina, et 

al., 2025). As primary caregivers and anchors of community life, Black mothers are 

particularly affected; necropolitical strategies of elimination undermine their capacity to 

care for their families and sustain social cohesion (Haynes, 2024; Smith, 2016). 

Trauma, however, does not foreclose political agency. (Urban) trauma is not 

always lethal but can also generate resistance and collective purpose. Black women in 

Brazil have historically stood at the forefront of housing struggles, democratization 

processes, and the defense of Black life (Alves, 2014; Perry, 2016; Piovesan, 2009). Black 

mothers’ movements –organized based on their shared experience of losing children to 

police violence – occupy a central position in contemporary struggles against police 

brutality and impunity in Brazil. By mobilizing their identity as grieving mothers, they form 

a political subjectivity grounded in care and moral authority. This maternal framing 

enables claims to legitimacy while contesting the state’s criminalizing narratives. 

However, Black mothers are themselves exposed to risk. In embodying resistance against 

the racial state and insisting on the value of Black life, they challenge the very 

necropolitical order that renders their children disposable (Haynes, 2024; Lawson, 2018; 

Smith, 2016).   

Police violence reverberates beyond individual families, shaping collective life in 

favelas. The loss of relatives, friends, and neighbors is a recurring reality. While mourning 

their own children is integral to their activism, Black mothers also grieve publicly for the 

broader community targeted by state violence. Memorializing victims as someone’s 

children, as human beings, is a political act because it directly contests dominant security 
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narratives that trivialize Black death. Due to their perceived status as (potential) 

criminals, Black men are frequently portrayed as undeserving of grief and deserving of 

execution (Kolling, 2021). Remembering victims therefore becomes a counter-practice 

that rehumanizes the dead and exposes the structural violence of the racial state. 

Memory links past and present, making visible the cumulative harms inflicted on poor 

Black populations. 

These practices are not only discursive but also spatial. Mourning and memory are 

inscribed into public space through murals, graffiti and memorials. Particularly in 

postcolonial cities, place-based memorialization is crucial to contest the hegemonic 

narrations of past and present structures of violence, oppression and exploitation that 

are woven into the everyday lives of marginalized communities. Memory work can 

produce counter-hegemonic notions and forms of justice and peace by reclaiming space 

as a site of collective meaning-making (Lawson and Osman, 2025; Ota and Mason, 2022).  

As such, memory is inherently political – and thus deeply contested. When Black mothers’ 

movements seek to hold the state accountable for unlawful killings, they confront 

competing attempts to define how violent events should be remembered. The framing 

of the event in a particular narrative is in itself a form of violence because it restricts 

whose view matters and whose is to be excluded (Courtheyn, 2016; Till, 2012). Moreover, 

material elements of memorialization such as murals, graffiti and memorials can also be 

used to politically appease protesters.  

Igor Robaina, Paloma Teixeira and Jan Hutta (2025) demonstrate how authorities 

may dilute, depoliticize and aestheticize spaces of memory. Examining the 

memorialization of the rape and murder of eight-year-old Araceli in Vitória in the 1970s, 

they show how, decades later, a state-commissioned mural acknowledged the individual 

tragedy while omitting the brutality, injustice, and impunity surrounding the case. 

Despite widespread distrust fueled by misinformation and obstructed investigations – 

and the absence of convictions – the official memorial reframed the event in depoliticized 

terms. By individualizing the tragedy and obscuring structural gendered violence, 
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authorities imposed a hegemonic form of commemoration that sidelined demands for 

accountability (see also Amaral, 2023; Broudehoux, 2024). It is in this space of 

contestation that Black mother activists operate, asserting alternative narratives of 

justice rooted in care, accountability and the right to Black life. 

 

 

A Hybrid Methodological Framework for Approaching Local 

Knowledge   
 

The data in this article encompass both offline and online empirical material. 

Following an on-site research visit to Rio de Janeiro in 2019, the outbreak of the global 

Covid-19 pandemic cut offline data collection short and required the exploration of 

creative research methods from afar. To remain virtually connected to my research field 

in Brazil, I started following activists and community organizers – who I had met or been 

in contact with – on social media. Most important for this process was Patrícia, an 

architect and activist from Manguinhos in Northern Rio. Patrícia was the guide for a group 

of architecture students from the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (Federal 

University) whose excursion to Manguinhos I was able to join shortly after my arrival in 

Rio in August 2019. In addition to a general introduction to the architecture and the 

spatial and social structure of favelas, Patrícia’s tour included a crowd-funded housing 

and working space for her friend Lala, a trans woman whose house was demolished in 

the course of a “slum upgrading” program, and a memorial for victims of police violence 

initiated by the local mothers’ movement. The Mothers of Manguinhos movement was 

co-founded by Patrícia’s sister Ana Paula after the murder of Patrícia’s nephew in 2014.  

The tour through Manguinhos and the contact with Patrícia, in particular, were 

crucial for the later course of my research. After following Patrícia on social media, I came 

across various virtual conversations streamed online, mostly on YouTube, in which 

Patrícia and other Mães de Manguinhos members participated. Particularly at the 
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beginning of the Covid pandemic, many social movements and initiatives across Brazil 

streamed their conversations about Covid-related challenges on YouTube. These 

conversations consisted of both rather informal exchanges and more panel-like formats 

organized by different social movements and research networks. In addition to 

information on virus containment tailored to the specific conditions in favelas, topics also 

included health care, poverty and police violence. For the latter, mothers of victims of 

police violence were often invited to speak as experts. The focus was on their 

experiences of loss, their mobilization as activists as well as their political strategies and 

resistance practices.    

To make sense of a research field that is situated both online and offline, I built on 

Liz Przybylski’s (2020) methodological conceptualization of a hybrid ethnography. In the 

21st century, it is no longer only researchers who record events and share information 

about them. The research participants are often just as connected as the researchers, 

despite unequal access to technology. Moreover, researchers conducted research 

remotely long before the pandemic and even before the invention of the Internet; the 

difference is that, nowadays, we can access a plethora of media in real time (Postill, 2017). 

To navigate the abundance of data available online, my field notes from Manguinhos 

linked the digital material to a geographical space. While I saw the Manguinhos memorial 

for the victims of police violence during Patrícia’s tour, the activism of Black mothers was 

not the focus of my research.  I only “re-discovered” their resistance practices and 

memory work when engaging with the online material, where Black mother activists 

appeared frequently. Based on my field notes and photos, I linked my own spatial 

experiences to the themes found in the online data, such as spaces of memory and favela 

knowledge production. In this way, I was able to connect my online and offline fields. 

For the analysis, I focused on the narratives of three Mães de Manguinhos 

members: Patrícia, Ana Paula and Eliene. Ana Paula in particular is a well-known mother 

activist but Eliene and Patrícia also frequently speak in public. Patrícia supported me to 

get informed consent from the other mother activists who allowed me to use their real 
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names in my research, as well as details about their trajectories as activists. I translated 

the transcripts from Portuguese to English and used them as texts, pursuing an 

interpretive approach to studying the meaning that the Black mother activists ascribed 

to their experiences and practices. The material was analyzed by using thematic analysis 

to identify patterns, or themes, and find how meaning is created. This qualitative method 

allows for the analysis of processes of meaning-making, on both individual and structural 

levels (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I found that the research participants’ patterned 

responses served two purposes: on an individual level, to make sense of their experience 

of loss, their pain and their outrage and, on a structural level, to tell counter-narratives, 

that is, a different story about the violence favela residents experience, as well as to 

rehumanize the victims of state violence who are portrayed as bandidos in the dominant 

narrative. 

 

 

Memorial Space-Making as a Counter-Hegemonic Practice 
 

The memorialization of violent events and remembering their victims are very 

important for favela residents and local social movements. The vast majority of members 

of such movements are women and mothers, but there are also a few activist fathers. 

For movements of mothers and families of victims of police violence, memory work is 

crucial for rehumanizing their children whose deaths are legitimized and trivialized in 

dominant security narratives. They create memory through various counter-hegemonic 

practices, including wearing T-Shirts with pictures of the victims, for example, for official 

events such as demonstrations and court hearings, putting up street signs with the 

names of the victims and erecting memorials.  

Some of these practices are intended to be permanent, others more fleeting. But 

all of the memory practices serve the purpose of showing that there are families 

mourning the deaths of young Black men. They show that the victims of police violence 
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are not inevitable casualties in the guerra às drogas, but someone’s child, a human being 

with dreams and goals in life. Public spaces in the favelas are used to express grief, 

solidarity and care for the local communities, contesting the state narrative that only 

criminals die in the “war on drugs.” Through their memory practices, Black mother 

activists assert marginalized voices, and reshape how the violent past and present in 

favelas are publicly interpreted. As such, memory is deeply political (see also Motta, 2021; 

Ota and Mason, 2022).  

Memory practices are often fundamentally mundane, yet they contribute to a 

different imagination of public space. As Ana Paula says: 

 

I think that the favela is a very creative space, a space for very diverse, 
very powerful people. For example, if you walk through the favela, you 
see several demonstrations of people’s feelings. It’s very normal if you 
walk through the narrow alleys to see saudade eterna1 [eternal longing] 
written on the walls, along with someone’s name. That is the construction 
of memory (Núcleo de Memória Política da UNIRIO, 2021, my translation). 

 

Ana Paula emphasizes the creation of memory through the production of 

knowledge by the residents themselves. Writing the names of victims of police violence 

on favela walls is an inscription of mourning into the favela’s urban fabric. It becomes 

clear from my data that favelas are sites of memory that make visible the wounds and 

traumas that are caused by everyday violence and state neglect and engrained in their 

distinct urban and social fabric. While inscribing grief into public space is a practice that 

is not limited to favelas, I argue that the distinct built environment of favelas enables the 

memory work and memorial space-making done by residents in general and mothers’ 

movements in particular. Thereby, residents and other local actors are able to exercise 

their agency and make an impact on the built environment and shape public spaces. For 

example, in formalized neighborhoods, tags and graffiti might soon be removed from 

houses and walls, monuments would most likely not be authorized. The visible artefacts 

 
1 The Portuguese word saudade is difficult to translate. It refers to the feeling of loss, the wailing and longing for a 
person who is absent or, in the case of mourning, has died (see also Motta, 2021).  
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of loss and grief characterize the urban fabric of favelas; the built environment enhances 

the place-based memorial practices that, in turn, shape the public spaces and make visible 

the city’s wounds of constant (lethal) violence against favela residents (Courtheyn, 2016; 

Motta, 2021; Till, 2012).  

 

 

Making Wounds Visible 
 

In the following, I will introduce a memorial for victims of state violence in 

Manguinhos, which I see as material evidence for the vast impacts of gendered and 

racialized necropolitics on poor Black populations. The Manguinhos memorial (Figures 1, 

2) was inaugurated in May 2016 – two years after the assassination of Ana Paula’s son – 

at the initiative of the Mães de Manguinhos and the Fórum Social de Manguinhos (Social 

Forum Manguinhos). It commemorates the victims of the local pacifying police unit. In 

October 2012, Military Police and the Navy occupied Manguinhos in a joint operation, 

involving tanks, helicopters and around 900 police officers. The raising of the flags of 

Brasil and the state of Rio de Janeiro marked the end of the operation and symbolized 

the restoration of territorial control by the state. The four-month long police occupation 

paved the way for installing the local pacifying police unit in January 2013 (Thum, 2012).  

The first killing occurred just one year after the implementation of the UPP Manguinhos. 

In 2014, Patrícia’s nephew Johnatha was shot in the back and killed by a UPP officer. 

When I first saw the monument in 2019, I took photos but did not attach much 

importance to it. In an online conversation about social memory in favelas, Patrícia said 

the following about the memorial: 

 

The Manguinhos mothers’ movement launched a physical project, a 
memorial with a plaque bearing the names of the boys who were 
murdered by state violence. It’s located next to the soccer field where 
Cristian, the son of Janaína, who was also our friend and participated in 
our mothers’ movement, was murdered. We decided to place it there 
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because it’s a very emblematic location within the Manguinhos favela 
(Canal Pororoca, 2021, my translation). 

 

Also Ana Paula emphasized the importance of the memorial for initiating 

conversations among residents, calling attention to the impacts of everyday state 

violence and creating a collective identity: “Without a space of memory, people often 

don’t know what happened there. Today, people stop at the memorial and ask who those 

names are, who those people are. So it’s a moment when you can tell the story and talk 

about what happened” (Núcleo de Memória Política da UNIRIO, 2021, my translation). 

Around 40,000 residents live in Manguinhos, and they do not always know about all the 

incidents of state violence, which is why it is so important to create spaces of memory 

and alternative knowledge about what has happened.  

The monument is made of grey granite and looks like a lectern overlooking the 

soccer field next to it. On the inclined upper part, there is a silver plaque that reads 

NOSSOS MORTOS TEM VOZ (Our dead have a voice). Below the lettering are the names of 

seven young men between the ages of 13 and 29 who were killed by the police between 

2013 and 2016. On the bottom part, there are two plaques; on the upper one, there also 

is the lettering NOSSOS MORTOS TEM VOZ, naming three other young men between 23 

and 37 years old and their dates of death. They were assassinated in the years following 

the inauguration, in 2018 and 2019. The slogan “Our dead have a voice” conveys the 

strong political message that the deaths of victims of police violence are not, and will not 

be, passively accepted, while the word NOS/our also introduces us to the main 

protagonists who are seeking to embody the voices of the murdered boys and men; their 

mothers. In addition, there is another plaque on the lower part of the memorial that pays 

tribute to the mothers, reading Homenagem a essas Mulheres Guerreiras que se dedicaram 

à Luta pelo Direito a VIDA nas favelas e periferias (Tribute to these warrior women who 

dedicated themselves to the struggle for the right to LIFE in the favelas and peripheries). 

The homage is dedicated to Marielle Franco, Vera Lúcia Gonzaga dos Santos and Janaína 

Soares da Silva, all of whom died in 2018.  
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While the targeted murder of Marielle Franco – a Black LGBTIQA+ and human 

rights activists and first bisexual Black woman from a favela to be elected to Rio de 

Janeiro’s city council – made global headlines, Vera and Janaína both died without the 

world paying attention. Vera Lúcia Gonzaga dos Santos, was a founding member of the 

movement Mães de Maio (Mothers of May) in São Paulo, which was established 

following the killing of more than 500 people in a two-week period in May 2006. Vera lost 

her daughter, who was nine months pregnant at the time, and her daughter’s partner. 

She visited Manguinhos for the inauguration of the monument. Before her death in 2018, 

Vera suffered from depression, and even though the forensic medical report mentioned 

other possible causes of death, such as heart disease, pulmonary oedema and diabetes, 

it could not be ruled out that she had died by suicide (Stabile, 2018). Janaína Soares da 

Silva was the mother of Cristian, who was killed in Manguinhos in 2015 at the age of 13 by 

the local pacifying police unit while he was playing soccer. She suffered from health 

Figure 1 – Manguinhos memorial.  Figure 2 – Inscription on memorial.  

Source: Author (2019). Source: Author (2019). 
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problems after the assassination of her son, and on the day before her death, she felt ill 

but refused to go to the hospital. Her death certificate does not state a specific cause of 

death, but she suffered from depression since her son’s murder (Prado and Teles, 2018).  

This is often referred to as “dying of sorrow” (morrer de tristeza) in cases like 

Janaína’s death. Mothers of victims of police violence often suffer from a heart condition, 

depression or PTSD after the traumatic loss of their child. With the expression morrer de 

tristeza, Black mother activists hold the state responsible for the physical and mental 

illnesses and the deaths of grieving mothers. Ana Paula, for example, had symptoms of 

depression after losing her son, she was unable to leave the house or do any chores. Like 

Ana Paula, many mothers describe the negative effects the loss of their children – the 

grieving but also the grueling and demoralizing judicial process and the criminalization of 

their children by the general public – had on their health. These less direct effects of 

everyday violence make a large part of the Black population sick, Black mothers suffer 

and die because of the state’s necropolitical governance in favelas  (see also Veillette and 

Nunes, 2017). I thus argue that placing the names of Vera and Janaína, two women who 

suffered the trauma of violently losing a child, on a memorial for victims of state violence 

is a testimony both to and from embodied, spatially grounded knowledge; mother 

activists intimately know how Black poor mothers are affected by police violence, which 

constitutes a severe public health problem in their communities.  

The Manguinhos memorial particularly emphasizes the impact on Black mothers, 

their suffering and slow deaths (Nixon, 2011); the message is that their deaths are not 

accepted silently. It exemplifies how Black mothers’ movements take an active voice in 

memory-making and place-making, processes they are usually marginalized from. Writing 

Black mothers into the stories and memories of police violence in favelas paints a more 

comprehensive picture of necropolitics. It shows how violence reverberates through the 

community more broadly in complex gendered ways and complicates an understanding 

of violence as measurable in body count (see also Ota and Mason, 2022; Smith, 2016). 

While everyday practices of memory are individual attempts to “repair” a loss so that the 
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memory of the victims is not erased, they are also inherently political, as they actively 

create a narrative about the worthiness of Black populations. I argue that this is key to 

understanding the invisibilized gendered, racialized and classed techniques of 

necropolitics in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas.  

 

 

Becoming Targets in a Frontline Struggle  
 

With the creation of a monument, the Manguinhos mothers write themselves into 

the narrative. They acknowledge Black mothers as the long-suffering victims of the less 

direct effects of violence but also make us aware of the insecurities that Black mothers 

face because of their activism. As Eliene phrases it: “I’m only alive because the state allows 

it. Because at any moment they can fake an operation in the favela where I live and just say 

that I was hit by a stray bullet because that’s how it happens” (Núcleo de Estudos da 

Violência, 2021, my translation). Eliene’s son was shot during a police operation and then 

incarcerated and tortured in prison. Eliene is now a decarceration activist, advocating for 

ending the mass incarceration of Black men in Brazilian prisons and juvenile detention 

centers. Denouncing state violence in prisons puts her at high risk. Other mothers who 

participated in the virtual conversations also reported their experiences of intimidation, 

harassment and threats from police who know about their activism. In the past, members 

of mothers’ movements have been murdered when they were judged to have interfered 

too much with investigations into cases of murder and disappearance (Robaina, et al., 

2025). As the assassination of Marielle Franco exemplifies, Black women are at risk when 

they enter political spaces that are seen as reserved for economically privileged white 

men (see also Hutta, 2022; Passos, 2020). 

Similarly, Ana Paula recounts a situation when her family was worried about her 

safety. In mid-March 2018, Ana Paula was in Jamaica to participate in a meeting organized 

by Amnesty International for mothers of victims of state violence from Jamaica, the 
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United States and Brazil. During that time, two tragic violent incidents happened that 

concerned Ana Paula. The first was the assassination of a young Black man by a police 

officer in Jacarezinho, the neighboring favela of Manguinhos. His family desperately tried 

to reach Ana Paula to ask her for help. Because Ana Paula was abroad, she messaged 

Marielle Franco who promised to get in touch with the family.  

 

This was my last contact with Marielle. Two days later, on the 14th, I was 
writing a Facebook post. The number 14 is a very symbolic number for me 
because my son was murdered on May 14. When I was writing, my phone 
kept ringing, messages coming in. I didn’t answer because I didn’t want 
to stop writing. When I finished, I looked at all the messages and missed 
calls and saw that Marielle had been murdered. My family was so worried 
because there’s the fear that we become targets. We become targets 
because we put ourselves out there, we put our faces out there in this 
frontline struggle (Liliths, 2021, my translation).  

 

Eliene’s and Ana Paula’s statements painfully illustrate how dangerous it is to live 

as Black person in a neighborhood that is constantly targeted by rampant police violence 

and how risky it is to speak out against this violence and the regime of police impunity 

(Robaina, et al., 2025). These impacts go far beyond what can be quantified. Ana Paula 

sums it up: 

 

We’re most afraid of losing more people, of losing more family members, 
more friends. I think this is our greatest fear: to lose even more. 
Sometimes, fear also paralyzes but it also helps us keep fighting. At least 
this is my understanding, that they’ll keep killing. We either stand by and 
do nothing or we fight. So, I’d rather die fighting (Liliths, 2021, my 
translation).    

 

Despite their fears, Black mothers engage in a political struggle even when facing 

intimidation. They negotiate fears and re-rank risks in favor of solidarity, memory and a 

political struggle for justice and peace. Yet the victimization of Black women receives far 

less attention in research and in society as a whole (Zulver, 2024). The possibility of being 

killed is part of ordinary life in favelas. Those killed by stray bullets do not happen to be 

at the wrong time in the wrong place, but they happen to be Black. The state, its security 



Material Traces of Collective Mourning: Memorial...                                                                                 STIEGLER, J. M.  

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, Número 1, 2026, pp. 104-131. ISSN: 2674-6816 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/y0jdk521 

 

124 

 

actors and society as a whole “are consistently able to identify black bodies and thereby 

establish racial boundaries through everyday violence, incarceration and death” (Alves, 

2018, p. 11).  

Vinícius Santiago and Marta Fernández (2017) call these less visible, less direct 

impacts “the backstage of war”; through the lethal violence perpetrated against their 

sons, mothers get inscribed into the “war” that territorializes in their neighborhoods. 

However, I argue that when we look at everyday state violence from the perspective of 

Black mothers of victims of state violence, we see that they are actually located “center 

stage”. While the murder of a child is central to and actively and visibly referenced in the 

mothers’ resistance, the effects of everyday police violence go beyond their maternal 

loss. Such violence destroys family and social ties, and it fundamentally disrupts Black 

women’s everyday care work.  They are not alone the mothers of their own children but 

they are also actively caring for the dignity and social cohesion of the wider community. 

I thus argue that the everyday, where this kind of work takes place, is a central location 

for the “war on drugs” that is expressive of the broader necropolitical urban governance 

in Black neighborhoods. Purposefully creating vulnerability for racialized women is a core 

element of the state’s necropolitical tactics.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Returning to the inauguration speech of Anielle Franco referred to in the 

introduction, this article has examined how gendered, racialized and classed state 

violence shapes Black women’s ability to exercise their motherhood and to enter spaces 

of political decision-making. By claiming a public voice in struggles against anti-Black 

violence, Black mother activists transgress entrenched social boundaries while rendering 

visible the wounds, pain, and trauma produced by the violent loss of their children. The 

memorial space-making practices of the Mães de Manguinhos Rio de Janeiro’s North Zone 
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illustrate how mourning becomes spatially and politically consequential. By inscribing 

their grief into public space, these mothers make tangible the individual, collective and 

urban trauma generated by constant state violence. Mothers and families violently lose 

their children, suffer the traumatic aftermath and die of sorrow; the Black men of the 

communities are torn from life and often remain unmourned because of the sheer 

number of police killings. In favelas marked by demolition, displacement and recurrent 

police incursions, histories of violence are embedded in the urban fabric, shaping 

everyday life in proximity to death. 

I have argued that the urban space of favelas is not merely a backdrop to Black 

mother activists’ resistance. Rather, their lived realities, embodied practices and political 

demands are spatially anchored. Favelas are also landscapes of mourning, where 

everyday actors inscribe their grief into the urban fabric. The construction and 

preservation of memory are important practices of local space-making (Courtheyn, 2016; 

Motta, 2021). While Black mothers appropriate hypervisible sites such as courthouses and 

central plazas to stage protest, they also transform their home territories through 

everyday practices of remembrance. Memory work emerges from the distinct spatiality 

of favelas that are not only shaped by (post)colonial spatial regimes that have been 

violently imposed from above but are also historically marked by resistance practices that 

have shaped and transformed these territories as well. Counter-hegemonic knowledge is 

made visible through memory work. Through spatial memory practices, counter-

hegemonic knowledge becomes visible. Spatial memory thus forms part of a constant 

conflict about “whose conception of the past should prevail in public space” (Till, 2012, 

p. 7).  

By creating material traces of collective mourning, mothers’ movements engage 

in a struggle over meaning that challenges dominant, dehumanizing narratives about 

state violence. In caring for Black life and refusing its elimination, Black mothers disrupt 

necropolitical logics that render their communities disposable and unworthy of grief. As 

Marta-Laura Haynes argues, they become the “archetypal enemy of the state” (2024, p. 
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138) because of their efforts to create and sustain Black life in the favelas. Their “audacity 

to protest” (Smith, 2016, p. 42) renders them possible targets of direct state violence 

because they refuse to accept the places and positions that the state ascribes to them. 

Within a racialized spatial order that normalizes their suffering and invisibilizes their pain 

and grief, Black mothers’ activists refuse this trivialization but engage in counter-

hegemonic practices of meaning-making (see also Alves, 2014; Ota and Mason, 2022; 

Rocha, 2024). With their memorial work, they make themselves visible as also being 

affected by state violence through the direct experience of loss and the long-term 

consequences of grief and pain. As such, Black mothers’ movements challenge both the 

material and symbolic dimensions of necropolitical governance. 
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