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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The programme of research proposed here focuses on the way in which laws, rules and procedures 

are implemented over time and how this defines the legitimacy of key institutions to democracy. We propose 

to analyze how this legitimacy of key institutions is daily constructed, or jeopardized, by exploring the 

contacts between citizens and civil servants and its implication on human rights and violence. Most of the 

issues raised in the present research programme demand a long-haul perspective and contributions from 

different fields of knowledge. Our first challenge will be to establish consensus among the different 

disciplines represented in the Centre about the key concepts. The project is an innovative proposal in the 

Southern hemisphere and will focus on the situation in Brazil, but international comparisons will be explored 

when possible. Therefore we also propose to consolidate and expand an international network that will lead 

to the establishment of cross-national studies, and the expansion of NEV’s international presence as well as 

an increase in the output of international publications. The CEPID is the programme that provides not only a 

structure to develop this effort, that involves a complexity of social and political problems, but also includes 

investment in activities of education and transfer of knowledge. 
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SUMMARY 

 

The Centre for the Study of Violence (Núcleo de Estudos da Violência da Universidade de São Paulo - 

NEV/USP) was created in 1987 and was founded in the context of Brazil’s return to democracy. From the start 

NEV has analyzed aspects of the complex relationship between the persistence of violence, human rights violations 

and democratic consolidation focusing on state violence; human rights; public security; the judiciary; the role of the 

criminal justice system in the persistence of human rights violations; racial bias in sentencing; support for human 

rights violations and moral exclusion; democratic transition and changes in the selection, training and career 

structure of the agents in the criminal justice system; high media profile cases of human rights violations -the 

criminal justice system and communities- what consequences for democratic consolidation; measuring impunity in 

cases of crimes against life; exposure to violence and attitudes to human rights, rule of law and democracy and the 

quality of democracy in Brazil. 

The programme of research proposed here focuses on the way in which laws, rules and procedures are 

implemented over time and how this defines the legitimacy of key institutions to democracy. We propose to 

analyze how the legitimacy of key institutions for democracy is constructed, or jeopardized, by exploring the 

contacts between citizens and civil servants. This demands contributions from a number of different research 

disciplines. Considering that the operational definition of key concepts in this area is notoriously difficult our first 

challenges will be to establish consensus among the different disciplines represented in the Centre about this terms. 

Once defined, the operalisation of the concepts and how to measure them will represent other major challenges for 

the team.  

The challenge of training interdisciplinary researchers cannot be underestimated as researchers must be 

equipped to cross borders between disciplines; they need to become familiar with the different research “cultures” – 

the language used, research models, methods and paradigms and so forth. Moreover interdisciplinarity demands 

that researchers embrace the concept of collaborative research, something that is not common in the Social 

Sciences in Brazil.  

We also propose to consolidate and expand an international network1 that will lead to the establishment of 

cross-national studies, and the expansion of NEV’s international presence as well as an increase in the output of 

international publications. A major part of the work of this international network will consist of comparative 

research focused on specific issues. A second important activity will centre on the exchange of graduate students. 

NEV will also organize seminars and workshops to share the results of ongoing research and to develop a joint 

project involving all seven partners 

The educational programme proposes to create a Centre for Permanent Debate on Violence, Human Rights 

and Democracy in urban settings; a joint Graduate Programme on Contemporary Studies with Universidade 

Estadual de Campinas (UNICAMP); short-term courses for undergraduate and graduate students; exchange of 

graduate and undergraduate students to institutions in other countries. The Centre will also host foreign academics, 

who can give lectures, teach, have meetings with our researchers. Create an on-line Forum that will function as a 

                                                                 
1 Indian Institute of Human Settlements (in Bangalore, India), the African Centre for Cities (University of Cape Town, South Africa) the Centre for 
the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (Johannesburg, South Africa), Centro de Estudios Sociológicos (Colégio de Mexico, Ciudad de Mexico)), 
FLACSO (Ecuador), and the Global Metropolitan Studies (University of California, at Berkeley) in the USA. 
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social network and a website to disseminating information about related issues. Promote Workshops and lectures to 

professional groups; international conferences and symposiums. 

The knowledge transfer programme proposes to promote workshops with civil servants; to provide 

information that will promote debate on the need for legal changes , and to follow up debates in the National 

Congress on new legislation or on the ratification of international treaties to ensure that changes can take place; 

regularly update the media about recent research developments and relevant issues concerning human rights issues 

and democracy; to develop strategies to disseminate research results to the different publics involved (books, 

documentaries, training videos, etc);  

Use the free media (freely distributed newspapers, neighborhood weekly newspapers, supermarket 

magazines, metro and bus television channels and radio) to communicate with the public about how to access 

rights, how to contact compensatory social programmes, and violence prevention programme by producing a 

RightsAlert insert for various media which it is hoped will widely disseminate new official programmes from 

federal, state or local levels that hold the potential to reduce inequality in access to rights. The Internet will be 

another important means of communicating interactively with the general public. Produce materials to help local 

and international non-governmental organizations optimize their efforts.  

The continuity of NEV as a CEPID is justified on the basis of the complexity of the social and political 

problems that constitute the object of NEV’s studies. All fields covered by NEV are fairly new and studies of 

human rights and human rights violations are even more recent. In numerous countries facing similar challenges to 

Brazil, lack of studies in the fields mentioned are closely related to a lack of human resources and a lack of data that 

would allow for scientific information to be collated and conclusions to be drawn. Major Centres devoted to the 

study of violence, human rights and democracy are mainly concentrated in the Northern hemisphere and in 

Universities in the United Kingdom and the United States. There are other groups in European and Canadian 

Universities studying one of these three areas but not the connections between them. In South Africa there are 

groups studying violence and human rights, but none focus on democracy. So it can be said that NEV is one of the 

few centres devoted to the interconnection between violence, human rights and democracy in the Southern 

hemisphere. It is important to point out that most of the issues raised in the present research programme demand a 

long-haul perspective and contributions from different fields of knowledge. Though University Departments, 

Institutes, and Schools can provide some opportunities for inter- disciplinarity, these are not the same as the 

opportunities presented through structured daily contacts. The programme proposed here will involve continued 

dialogue between the disciplines.  

The support granted by USP is estimated at R$ 1.300.000,00 (one million and three hundred Reais) per 

year for the period of five years. In this estimate it was considered expenditure on the following expense items: 

permanent material, installation (occupation of the new building), renewal of electrical systems, network point, 

connectorization, certification, installation of conventional infrastructure and dutotec, installation of new partitions 

and doors, local network setup, water and electricity supply, telephone, salaries of employees, teachers, laboratory 

technicians and laboratory specialist and training scholarships. 
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1. JUSTIFICATION FOR A CENTRE FOR THE STUDY OF VIOLENCE 

 

The Centre for the Study of Violence (Núcleo de Estudos da Violência da Universidade de São Paulo - 

NEV/USP) was created in 1987 and in 1990 was designated formally an interdisciplinary Centre for the Support 

of Research linked to the Pro-Rectorship of Research. 

The Centre was founded in the context of Brazil’s return to democracy. From the start NEV has analyzed 

aspects of the complex relationship between the persistence of violence, human rights violations and democratic 

consolidation. In its 22 years, various funding agencies have provided NEV with research and education/training 

grants. These include: the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation (as a site for an Arts and Humanities 

Fellowships Programme), the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the European Union, the 

International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC), the World Health Organization, the Pan American Health 

Organization, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), as well as Brazilian funding agencies such 

as FAPESP (the State of São Paulo Foundation for the Support of Science) and CNPq (the National Council for 

Scientific and Technological Development), the National Secretariat for Human Rights and the Secretariat of 

Justice of the State of São Paulo. 

The research projects which NEV has undertaken have dealt with issues such as state violence; human 

rights; public security; the judiciary; the role of the criminal justice system in the persistence of human rights 

violations; racial bias in sentencing; support for human rights violations and moral exclusion; democratic 

transition and changes in the selection, training and career structure of the agents in the criminal justice system; 

high-profile cases of human rights violations in the media; the criminal justice system and communities - 

consequences for democratic consolidation; measuring impunity in cases of crimes against life; exposure to 

violence and attitudes to human rights, rule of law and democracy and the quality of democracy in Brazil. 

This consistent investment in research, in the dissemination of research results to society and in the 

training of researchers has contributed to the development of public policies such as the National Human Rights 

Programmes1 I and II (1996 and 2002), as well as Human Rights Programmes at state level, and to the 

introduction of practices which monitor the implementation of these programmes. It has also been influential in 

the adoption by state governments of Police Ombuds offices to oversee the local police forces, particularly in 

relation to the use of lethal force and has encouraged the introduction of regular national reports on human rights 

as well as inspiring a more informed public debate on human rights and violence and on the role municipal 

governments have in the prevention of violence2. 

In 2000 NEV became a Centre for Research, Innovation and Dissemination (CEPID-FAPESP) which 

allowed the Centre to broaden the scope of its research and training programmes. In 2004 the Centre became a 

Collaborating Centre of the World Health Organization (WHO) in the field of violence prevention, thus 

formalizing a collaboration that had begun while WHO was elaborating the World Report on Violence and 

Health. In its role as a Collaborating Center, NEV has intensified its international links, working with WHO in 

 
1 Brazil was the second country in the world (after Australia) to have a National Human Rights Program following the recommendation of the 
declaration of the 1993 Vienna World Conference on Human Rights. 
2 Resulting in municipal policies to prevent violence. 
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Africa (Mozambique) and in partnerships with Collaborating Centres in Canada, Centres for Disease Control in 

Atlanta and the Instituto de Salud Publica in Mexico. NEV also closely collaborated with the UN Secretary 

General's Study on Violence Against Children that resulted in the “World Report on Violence against Children” 

coordinated by Prof. Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro launched in 2006. More recently still, in its capacity as a WHO 

Collaborating Centre, NEV has participated in multi-centre research to develop tools to measure and to assess 

national levels of readiness to prevent child maltreatment. This experience has allowed both junior and senior -

level researchers at NEV to work in close contact with partners in South Africa, Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, China 

and Macedonia. 

In 2009 NEV became the main site and coordinator of the National Institute of Science and Technology 

INCT – Violence, Democracy and Citizen Security CNPq (2009), a national network of research centres across 

the country sharing data, analysis, and researchers from different regions3. In 2011 NEV’s inter-departmental 

programme, Violência, Democracia e Direitos (Violence, democracy and rights), was selected by the Pro-

Rectorship of Research to be sponsored. This programme brings together in a formal project researchers from 

NEV and from Cultural Studies (languages and literature, anthropology), Law and Epidemiology (Preventive 

Medicine). 

The continuing presence of NEV as a CEPID is justified on the basis of the complexity of the social and 

political problems that constitute the object of NEV’s studies. The study of such complex issues demands a 

long-haul perspective. All fields covered by NEV are fairly new: although studies on violence in the Northern 

Hemisphere became more frequent in the second half of last century, transitions to democracy only began 

receiving systematic attention in the 1980s after the return to democracy in Spain, Portugal and Greece. Studies 

of human rights and human rights violations are even more recent. In numerous countries facing similar 

challenges to Brazil, lack of studies in the fields mentioned are closely related to a lack of human resources and 

a lack of data that would allow for scientific information to be collated and conclusions to be drawn. 

Most of the issues raised in the present research programme demand that observations should be made 

over longer time periods: we need to look both to the future and to the past. The themes addressed also demand 

contributions from different fields of knowledge. Though University Departments, Institutes, and Schools can 

provide some opportunities for interdisciplinarity, these are not the same as the opportunities presented through 

structured daily contacts. The programme proposed here will involve continued dialogue between academic 

disciplines. 

The challenge of training interdisciplinary researchers cannot be underestimated as researchers must be 

equipped to cross borders between disciplines; they need to become familiar with the different research 

“cultures” – the language used, research models, methods and paradigms and so forth. Moreover 

interdisciplinarity demands that researchers embrace the concept of collaborative research, something that is not 

common in the Social Sciences in Brazil. Researchers at NEV are encouraged to publish in collaboration, to 

innovate in research methodology and in knowledge transfer, to participate in committees and commissions 

 
3 Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro), and the School of Public Health – Fundação Oswaldo Cruz both in 
Rio de Janeiro, the Federal University of Ceará ( Universidade Federal do Ceará) in Fortaleza, the University of Brasilia (Universidade de Brasília), 
the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul) and the Brazilian Forum for Public Security (Fórum 
Brasileiro de Segurança Pública). 
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locally and abroad and to contribute to public policy making. They are experienced in developing 

methodologies to evaluate public policies and to make results intelligible to specific audiences (public security 

and justice, education, health, social welfare, public prosecution, public opinion leaders and the public in 

general). 

The programme of research proposed here focuses on how the way in which laws, rules and procedures 

are implemented over time defines the legitimacy of key institutions to democracy. This demands contributions 

from a number of different research disciplines, and so we will extend the concept of interdisciplinarity and 

adopt a longitudinal model to investigate the relationship between economic and social improvements at various 

levels, continued gross human rights violations and interpersonal violence. The project will focus on the 

situation in Brazil, but international comparisons will be explored when possible. 

NEV proposes to consolidate and expand its international network including the Indian Institute of 

Human Settlements (in Bangalore, India), the African Centre for Cities (University of Cape Town, South 

Africa) the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (Johannesburg, South Africa), Centro de 

Estudios Sociológicos (Colégio de Mexico, Ciudad de Mexico)), FLACSO (Ecuador), and Global Metropolitan 

Studies (University of California, at Berkeley) in the USA. This network will lead to the establishment of cross-

national studies, and the expansion of NEV’s international presence as well as an increase in the output of 

international publications. 

The international network brings together researchers interested in the study of how violence and 

illegalities converge in certain types of urban development. This network will focus on cities in the Southern 

hemisphere (São Paulo, Ciudad de Mexico, Cape Town, Johannesburg, Bangalore, and cities at frontiers). These 

share certain traits: they have all experienced intense urbanization over a short period of time; they are middle 

income countries; human development indicators are, again, middle level (UNDP, Human Development 

Report) and though formally all are democracies, they still present ingrained authoritarian traits, high levels of 

interpersonal violence (Mexico, Brazil and South Africa) and/or risk of political violence (India) and 

institutional risks from organized crime (Mexico and in some areas of Brazil). The fast process of urbanization 

combined with prevailing economic models has resulted in cities marked by massive inequalities in social and 

economic terms, where illegalities of all sorts coexist with human rights violations. 

There are of course some marked differences between the cities involved, but the focus will be on the 

similarities and what we can learn from how citizens and public institutions deal with problems and how 

policies are, or are not, applied as well as what role human rights and the rule of law play in the enforcement of 

policies. A major activity of the network will be to stimulate continued debate between participants through 

vídeo conferences and regular workshops, as well as to encourage an intensive exchange of students and 

researchers for short-term courses and local meetings. This will encourage joint publication in local and 

international journals in order to strengthen South-South research production and dissemination as well as the 

presence of South in the established traditional, high impact journals. 
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2. THE RESEARCH PROGRAME 

2.1. BACKGROUND 

This proposal has been inspired by some unexpected and disturbing research findings. These indicate 

that, despite improved access to social and economic rights, the incidence in Brazil of human rights violations 

and interpersonal violence has not been reduced. In addition there has been no increase in support for some 

basic tenets of democracy. 

The expectations had been that as social and economic conditions improved, society’s support for the 

rule of law would grow. The incidence of violence, as measured by homicide, could be expected to fall; fear 

would be reduced and trust in the criminal justice system, as well as democracy would increase, since the 

population would have personal experience of their success in punishing perpetrators and in preventing 

further violence. Thus the reduction in violent crime was expected to have a multiple “civilizing effect”, 

improving general support for human rights, for the rule of law and for basic democratic principles. The 

Centre for the Study of Violence, or NEV (Núcleo de Estudos da Violencia- Universidade de São Paulo) 

hypothesized that the continuing occurrence of major human rights violations was, at least in part, the result 

of little pressure being exerted on the government by the public, which to a certain extent supported such 

violations. After all, if law-abiding citizens feel their own rights are not being protected, they will resent what 

they see as the impunity granted to violent criminals. Their support for human rights violations can therefore 

be seen as the combined result of fear and feelings of deprivation1. If deserving citizens are not protected by 

rights nor should less deserving ones - those perceived to be perpetrators - expect such protection. This would 

be a perverse consequence of the lack of universal access to the rights.  

At the present time in the country as a whole, economic inequality has certainly been reduced; the 

formal employment sector has grown; the public has greater buying power; years of schooling have increased 

and child and maternal mortality rates have dropped. Yet despite these considerable advances, there appears 

to be no comparable increase in support for the rule of law, democracy or the universal access to human 

rights. Moreover, human rights violations, such as torture in police precincts and in prisons, lynching, extra 

judicial executions, and abusive use of lethal force by the police, continue to occur. This is particularly the 

case for vulnerable groups such as women and children and for non-white youth and native Brazilians, who 

continue to be the most common victims of abuse. Abuse in closed institutions such as prisons, asylums, and 

hospices, also persists. Journalists continue to suffer threats and are injured (or killed) for reporting 

corruption and abuses by politicians. Running for political office and/or taking part in commissions 

investigating corruption remain life-threatening activities. Impunity for serious crimes such as corruption or 

homicide continues to be very high. 

The profile and distribution of violent crime in the country have shown some changes, but its 

incidence overall would not appear to have decreased. For example, violent robberies and robberies involving 
                                                                 

1  These feelings can also be explained by Axel Honneth’s “theory of recognition”, in which experiences of disrespect,  not only economic scarceness, 
are motives for social responses that, if not verbalized and articulated as demands for social recognition, can develop into acts of violence. See 
Honneth, Disrespect: the normative foundations of critical theory. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007. 
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deaths have grown in the state of São Paulo though less is known about these crimes in other states due to 

lack of consolidated national data.  

On the other hand, the Ministry of Health does collect national figures on homicide rates. These 

figures show that, although elsewhere in the country homicide rates have increased, in particular in the North 

and North East, there has been a sustained drop in homicide in the state of São Paulo in the past 10 years. 

This drop in homicide rates in São Paulo2 presented NEV with an opportunity to test in part the hypothesis 

that this was due to the improved access to rights. This was analyzed at NEV (as were the changes in national 

rates 3 by NEV’s partners in the National Institute for the Study of Violence, Democracy and Citizen 

Security) to test in how far social and economic improvements as well as changes in public security explained 

this drop. These studies used all available data on the performance of the criminal justice system - changes in 

the demographic profile (reduction in the youth population), compensatory social programmes, public 

investment in deprived areas, changes in the economy (more jobs, more formal employment) and changes in 

the drug market. 4 As was found in the USA5, none of these variables explained the fall.  

NEV Research into Attitudes, Beliefs and Values 

Between 1999 and 2010 NEV undertook a major longitudinal research project into the attitudes, 

belief and values of the population in respect to human rights and democracy as well as their experiences with 

violent victimization. These were monitored through five waves of surveys “Attitudes, Norms and Values 

about violence and human rights” in São Paulo and through two national surveys in 11 state capitals6. Results 

showed that exposure (direct or indirect) to serious violence has effects on how people perceive the laws: as 

frequency and seriousness of victimization grows, so does the support for torture and for abusive use of force 

by the police. Moreover, even when direct victimization drops, if people continue to witness violence, this 

impacts on their attitudes and beliefs. As a result, over the years, support for torture has doubled on average 

among all groups and there is still considerable support (in 2010, 71 % agreed) for the proposition that 

“unjust laws should be obeyed”. At the same time, feelings that that the law “does not provide protection” 

have remarkable stability in the country: in both 1999 and 2010 around three quarters of the population 

agreed that this was the case7. It is not surprising that people who have been victims of serious violence will 

support heavier sentences, but the presence of high support for abandoning legal protections against unlawful 

imprisonment suggests that the presumption of innocence is not a salient issue. There are no differences 

according to age, suggesting that new generations are not undergoing a socialization process vastly different 

from that of their parents. 

                                                                 
2 Homicide fell from 64,2 homicide cases per 100.000 (1999) to 9,9  homicides per 100.000 (in 2011) 
3 Homicide rates grew in various states changing the profile of high homicide that prevailed until the early2000’s when homicide was concentrated in a 
few major states and within these in metropolitan regions.  
4 The role that organized crime may have played in the fall of homicides was not investigated due to the research design, though some anthropological 
studies say it has had a role Still it is unlikely that most homicides were due to drug debts or disputes. It is also not clear how this could explain such 
extensive and consistent drop, in a state with over 40 million population. 
5 Barker, V (2010) “Explaining the Great American Crime Decline: A Review of Blumstein and Wallman, Goldberger and Rosenfeld, and Zimring”. 
Law & Social Inquiry Volume 35, 2, 489–516, Spring 2010. 
6 Survey of 11 State Capitals, 2010- NEV-USP/CEPID/INCT/SEDH. 
7 In 2010 73% of respondents in the 11 state capitals did not feel protected by laws a slight drop from  78%  in 1999 (Survey  of 11 State Capitals, 
2010- NEV-USP/CEPID/INCT/SEDH). 
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New evidence of weak support for democratic institutions 

Besides disturbing results concerning the support for the protection of citizens against police abuse 

and against unlawful imprisonment, the survey has also reported some indicators of weak support for some 

key institutions in democracy and important democratic rights, such as freedom of information and freedom 

to dissent. These results receive further support from data that allow for comparisons within Latin America, 

giving rise to concerns about how strong the support for democracy in Brazil really is, and the potential for 

regression in the event of any downturn in the economy. 

Research published in Latinbarometro (2010) shows that a substantial minority in Brazil (32%) and 

in Mexico (31%) grant low levels of legitimacy to democracy. This percentage aggregates respondents who 

presented low approval for democracy and agreed that democracy can exist without the National Congress 

and political parties. This is the highest percentage found in the 18 countries surveyed. In addition, though 

Brazilians are the group most satisfied with the economy, as well as the most optimistic about future 

economic development, they are also the group with the lowest rate of interpersonal trust: only 9% agree that 

most people can be trusted, less than half of the average for Latin America8. This challenges previous 

assumptions that satisfaction with economic life promotes interpersonal trust. 

Lack of trust in politicians and political parties is on the increase, while greater trust is being placed 

in the Armed Forces than in any other institution. This may be related to the perception, held by a majority, 

that few people benefit from the Government’s policies. If the prevailing view is that the Government rules 

according to the interests of a few powerful people (a belief held in 2010 by 70% of Brazilians) how can such 

rulings have legitimacy, or be perceived as just? Worse still is that a majority of respondents (55% in 2010) in 

the country agreed that, faced with a difficult situation “the executive branch can rule over laws, Congress, 

and institutions to solve the problem”. This consensus is contrary to what is true for other countries in Latin 

America (2010 Latinobarometro). 

In the NEV surveys on exposure to violence, similar powers were considered legitimate for 

government to employ when dealing with political dissidents. After more than twenty years of democracy, in 

2010, 40% agreed that “there are instances in which, to keep social order the government must imprison 

political dissidents”, 44% that it must “expel citizens from the country” and 40% that it has the right to 

“remove a person’s citizenship to secure “national security”. This suggests the survival of authoritarian values 

and the precariousness of the rule of law9. Furthermore, other data suggest that there is little concern for basic 

procedural protections10. It may be suggested that where there is no presumption of innocence or respect for 

individual human rights, the rule of law will have a secondary role and trust in others and in institutions will 

be hard to develop. This is very likely to affect the legitimacy of institutions and their decision-making 

                                                                 
8 Latin Americans are not so trusting of their fellow citizens - only 22% on average agree that most people can be trusted, while in Europe this average 
is 54% (Eurobarometer, 2010). We assume that how laws are applied have some bearing on this lack of interpersonal trust. 
9 When asked whether they would support a military take-over should “conditions get difficult” 34% of Brazilian say yes, one of the highest 
percentages in Latin America. 
10Support for  procedural protections as measured by agreement or disagreement with phrases such as: “It is better to let 10 guilty people go free than 
to convict one innocent person by mistake" (2010, 54% disagree); "Judges should be allowed to hold people suspected of a serious crime until police 
get enough evidence to officially charge them" (2010, 75% agree); "Too many people escape punishment due to legal technicalities" (2010, 81% 
agree); "The courts are too concerned about defendant rights" (2010, 65% agree). 
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processes. Predictability will be absent and so will people’s trust in each other, since the law provides a 

framework for this trust to develop. If only outcomes matter and procedures (the law and how these are 

applied) and contents (the freedom and liberty that citizens should enjoy) are left to a secondary role, 

accountability will be limited and in time so will legitimacy and responsiveness. 

2. 2. OUTLINE OF RELEVANT POLITICAL SCIENCE LITERATURE 

The political science literature tells us that democratic states cannot exercise power on the basis of 

coercion alone, but “must rely on the willingness of (most) citizens to defer to their decisions under most 

circumstances” (Lenard, 2008). Willingness to accept decisions in turn depends on the fact that citizens trust 

the state and trust one another to comply with what the state demands.  

Recent studies in Europe have provided interesting results on the relations between social trust, 

institutional trust and support for democracy. Montero, Zmerli and Newton (2008)’s research “Citizenship, 

Involvement, and Democracy” in 12 European countries11 revealed a strong, robust correlation between 

social trust and trust in political institutions (politicians, political parties, government, Congress/ Parliaments, 

courts, civil servants, police and municipal government) in all countries, except the former East Germany12. 

Social trust was found to be related to satisfaction with democracy but only when mediated by institutional 

trust. This research also brought to the forefront the role that community attachment plays in social trust and 

that attachment to the municipality plays in institutional trust.  

Similar results were obtained by Jamal and Nooroddin (2010), who concluded that the relationship 

between generalized trust (social trust) and support for democracy is mediated by political institutions. 

However, once again the direction of causality may be reversed. It is only within a democratic context that 

political institutions are likely to be able to “garner support among the population” and increase generalized 

trust. 

Lenard (2010) has identified inequality as a serious threat to the development of both social and 

institutional trust. According to this author the recent growth of income disparities in Western democracies is 

reducing trust between citizens and between citizens and their representatives:  

“The reason being that trust is basically a relational term, in order for a democracy to work 

effectively, citizens must consistently choose against free-riding on others’ compliance, especially ‘in 

situations where they are fairly certain of escaping detection.”  

Trust is fundamental for the support of social justice policies, and inequality is inimical to it. 

Governments must often seek the support of the population to implement unpopular policies, such as an 

increase in taxation, rationing of food, water, electricity or fuel, a reduction in services, and so forth. To 

succeed in implementing such measures governments must be seen to be “doing the right thing” and people 

have to be able to trust that all persons regardless of their social status, will contribute and that no one will be 

                                                                 
11 Germany (East and West),Denmark, Slovenia, Spain, Holland, Moldavia, Norway, Porugal, Romania, Russia, Sweden, and Switzerland 
12 Coherent with results obtained by Rainer and Siedlerb (2009) presented next. 
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spared the costs of the measure - there will be no one sector profiting from the situation at the expense of 

others. Inequality erodes support for social justice policies by undermining social trust. 

Another important research finding is that of Rainer and Siedler (2009) on the role of democracy in 

fostering trust. These authors inverted the usual question from “the role of trust in the support for democracy” 

to “the role of democracy in increasing trust”. This was done by comparing data collected from East Germans 

and West Germans immediately after Reunification (1991, 1993) and in 2002. Their results indicated that 

social trust had not increased among East Germans and that, more than a decade after the fall of the 

communist regime, levels of social trust remained at the same level as in 1991.13 There were no age group 

differences, indicating that the results could not be explained by the length of experience with the communist 

regime. Institutional trust, however, did improve among East Germans, with their rates converging on those 

of West Germans. Thus the experience of democracy did increase institutional trust but not social trust. The 

question then is why? According to the authors, whereas on the one hand shortly after the reunification East 

Germans were “dealing with a new set of institutions which performed fairly consistently” in terms of 

personal relations, on the other hand “cities and towns in the East shrank with emigration (Uhlig, 2006). 

Westerners came in and did not mix well with Easterners; superiors in the workplace changed; easier 

emigration reduced the costs for Easterners of reneging on inter-personal agreements; and conditions in the 

marriage market changed (Zuma, 2005). Taken together, these factors indicate that personal interactions were 

thrown into turmoil, causing social trust to remain relatively low, while improved institutional performance 

led to a “ ‘good’ equilibrium with high public trust in institutions.” So the broader context and the nature of 

the experiences that East Germans had, were not sufficient to favour the development of social trust. In other 

words, a more democratic political context alone was not enough for social trust to increase. The authors 

believe that the economic challenges that East Germans confronted after reunification were partly responsible 

for this failure. Interestingly, Rainer and Siedler (2009) go on to attribute the growth in trust in institutions to 

the consistent performance of the institutions.  

The role of the quality of government in political legitimacy has more recently been stressed by 

various researchers (Rothstein, 2009; Morlino, 2010; Levi, and Stacks, and Tyler, 2009). One characteristic 

of government, in particular, has been emphasized as extremely important if compliance or willingness to 

obey the laws is to be achieved. This has been variously described as “ the perceived fairness of the decision 

making process” (Hechter, 2009) or “impartiality” (Rothstein, 2009). Of particular interest for NEV’s 

proposed project is the following definition of impartiality :  

“To act impartially is to be unmoved by certain sorts of considerations—such as special 

relationships and personal preferences. It is to treat people alike irrespective of personal 

relationships and personal likes and dislikes.” (Cupit, 2000).  

 

                                                                 
13 East Germans who moved to West Germany presented somewhat higher levels of social trust in 2002 than did those who remained behind in the 
East. 
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Though Rothstein (2009) recognizes that this sounds similar to the rule of law there is an important 

distinction to be made here because impartiality is often in the hands of lower level government officials with 

“widely discretionary powers”. These civil servants implement regulations, which may or may not have legal 

implications. This falls “outside the sphere of activity regulated by the rule of law. In other words quality of 

government based on the impartiality principle encompasses and goes beyond the rule of law incorporating 

other forms of government actions” (Rothstein and Teorell, 2008).  

2.3. NEV RESEARCH APPROACH 

To summarize, in Brazil optimistic expectations for the development of democracy so far have not 

been fulfilled: there has been no regression, but democratic rule of law remains a distant goal. In addition, 

recent international research suggests an important role in establishing social trust and political legitimacy for 

the quality of government as exemplified in the contacts citizens have with key institutions. 

In terms of democratic rights that have the potential to strengthen the concept of rule of law as a basic 

democratic value and which are considered to help prevent the return of authoritarian rulers, most of the 

progress made depends on institutions to implement these rights. In Brazil, this is the case for most legislation 

enacted since the return to democracy: from the 1988 Constitution, to the successive National Human Rights 

Programs, the return to civilian courts of the jurisdiction for trying killings involving military police forces14 

the criminalization of torture, the creation of police ombudspersons, the institution of special criminal courts, 

special to legislation to prevent violence against women and so forth, as well as the numerous programs to 

reduce inequality, to promote broader access to health and education, to protect the environment – all these 

innovations have as a key element in their success the institutions in charge of their implementation. 

How well such institutions perform while applying the laws, or implementing programs dictated by 

laws will reflect on their legitimacy as institutions. In the long run, this may or may not affect the legitimacy 

of the regime (Morlino, 2010). In turn this may reflect on the legitimacy of laws and in the strengthening or 

the weakening of the rule of law. 

Research assumptions 

Our first assumption is that, while in their role of implementing programs guided by laws, how 

governmental institutions/agencies operate represents a unique opportunity for the socialization of laws and 

for “legal legitimacy” to be established (Murphy, Tyler and Curtis, 2009 quoted by Murphy and Cherney, 

2012). Furthermore we would suggest that this process will be particularly visible when innovative programs 

and legislation are enforced. 

Our second assumption is internally linked to the first one: the results of the interactions among 

policies, civil servants and citizens are expected to affect the latter’s trust in the relevant institutions. If 

people have greater trust in the implementation of the law, more people should solve conflicts by resorting to 

institutional means of conflict solving. More trust in institutions should reduce the feeling that rights as 
                                                                 

14In Brazil uniformed preventive police forces though called “military police” but are not connected to the Armed Forces but subjected to the states 
government.  
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sources of protection and guarantees are scarce commodities to be allocated only to the “good citizens” and 

thus reduce support for human rights violations. If people experience having recourse to the law as producing 

better results than breaking or overruling the law, there should be more support for democratic procedures. 

Furthermore, more trust in institutions means more institutional legitimacy and this should strengthen 

political legitimacy (Morlino, 2010). 

Definition of key concepts and development of data collecting tools 

The operational definition of key concepts in this area is notoriously difficult. Amongst NEV’s first 

challenges will be the need to clarify constructs that are used by various researchers: social trust, dispositional 

trust, trust in public institutions and obedience to laws. Does this imply obligation, or willingness or 

cooperation? What drives people to obey laws? How do we define cynicism towards law (Hamm et al, 2011)? 

There will be a need to establish consensus among the different disciplines represented in the Centre about 

the meaning of such terms. Once defined, operalisation of the concepts and how to measure them will 

represent other major challenges for the team. Intensive discussion with colleagues and experience gained 

during the initial piloting which is planned for the project will inform the definition of key concepts and guide 

the development of systematic data collecting tools. 

Key research terms: legitimacy and responsiveness 

Tyler and Fagan (2008) concentrate on the citizen and define legal legitimacy as “a feeling of 

obligation to obey the law and to defer to the decisions made by legal authorities”. We propose to extend this 

definition and to analyze not only citizens’ feelings of obligation to obey the law, but also the reciprocal 

process, which concerns how institutions gain, or lose, legitimacy. In this sense, the aim is to extend the 

definition and apply it to governmental institutions that, at local level, interact on a daily basis with citizens. 

To a greater or lesser degree such institutions apply laws, norms and regulations which have an influence on 

multiple spheres of people’s lives: from the way they live (their house, the rules they must respect and abide 

by), to how they educate their children (mandatory education), to what health services they are entitled to, to 

what security they have, and so forth. 

When tackling the problem of the role that local administration plays in socializing the respect for 

laws we will also examine another key aspect of democracy - its responsiveness. Morlino’s (2010) defines 

responsiveness as “adherence of the system to the desires of the citizens and civil society in general” or what 

he calls government output, or the government’s response to the electors. In addition we propose to explore in 

depth, and through time, some other key indicators of the quality of democracy as suggested by this author. 

These may be seen as additional aspects of responsiveness:  

a) the law applies to everyone and is impartially enforced; that is, all individuals are equal under 

the law and no one is above the law15;  

                                                                 
15 Though most civil servants will be applying norms, regulations and ordinances some (from the criminal justice system) will be applying laws. Also 
the regulations, norms and ordinances derive from some law. 

2. The Research Programe- Page 7/19 
 

13



b) the civil bureaucracy at both local and centralized levels competently, efficiently and universally 

applies the laws and assumes responsibility in the event of an error;  

c) an efficient police force respects individual rights and freedoms guaranteed by the law;  

d) citizens have equal and unhindered access to the justice system in the case of lawsuits between 

themselves, or between them and public institutions. 

Research focus: the impact of contact at a local level between citizens and institutions 

Concern with how the performance of institutions affects citizen’s perceptions of political legitimacy 

is new and the field is still very “mushy”, to use Huntington’s expression (1991)16. This new interest is rooted 

in the observed decline of trust in public institutions and political parties, which has been identified in many 

cross-national surveys (in World Values Survey, Eurobarometer, amongst others). This decline is thought to 

be affecting trust in governments and, at its most extreme, to be reducing political legitimacy.  

Despite this recent evidence, some authors challenge the idea that there is a trend of growing distrust 

towards the public sector. Van de Walle, Roosbroek and Bouckaert, (2008), after analyzing various time-

series data, concluded that what had been measured referred more to general attitudes and perceptions relative 

to citizens’ trust in government than to actual evaluations of “public service performance” (Tillmar, 2009). 

Furthermore, even among researchers who have identified problems in the public’s trust in governments, 

there are serious doubts about the direction of causality17. Can the loss of trust in institutions result in the loss 

of the legitimacy of the institution (Kaina, 2008)? The answer appears to be no. This can be exemplified, in 

Brazil, by the relationship between the public’s trust in the police and the perceived legitimacy of the police 

force as an institution in charge of public security. There are no indications that the Brazilian public has given 

up on the police force as the legitimate institution for the provision of public security, despite the fact that 

private security is a booming business in the country and that trust in the police and their public image is 

generally low. Fewer than half (45%) state that their image is good, compared with two thirds (67%) agreeing 

that this is the case for the Armed Forces and almost nine in every ten (88%) agreeing that it is true for the 

Fire Services. 18  

To conclude, the study of the disjunction between improvements at various levels, continued gross 

human rights violations and interpersonal violence, combined with the survival of authoritarian attitudes and 

values that de-legitimize important institutions for democracy, demands a new approach. We suggest that 

civil servants are the gatekeepers within the institutions that implement the laws: when they interact with 

                                                                 
16 In the words of Hechter (2009) “the measurement of legitimacy poses a formidable challenge But the concept is so fundamental that it is difficult to 
avoid. Thus, after Samuel Huntington cautions his readers that ‘legitimacy is a mushy concept that political analysts do well to avoid’, he then goes on 
to devote no less than thirteen pages in the same book to an insightful analysis of it.” 
17 Kane, Loy and Patapan (2010) in their presentation of a special issue of the journal Politics & Policy on Legitimacy in Asia synthesize the questions 
haunting researchers on the directionality of causation as: legitimacy is so deeply “embedded” a concept that it is impossible to say which way 
causation goes (does political support create legitimacy, or do perceptions of legitimacy generate support?), making it useless tautological for 
analytical purposes. Another objection (arguably a variant of the same) concerns the supposed difficulty of distinguishing the source of legitimacy 
from the object of legitimation (e.g., is a king’s monarchical authority both the source and object of legitimation?). Furthermore, how exactly are we to 
measure legitimacy, and what are we to take as the indicative criteria of genuine legitimacy? Should we attend to people’s expressed attitudes or to 
their behavior, and in either case how do these align with the procedural forms taken to confer legitimacy in various regimes?” 
18In most developed economies the majority of the population tend to perceive the police as ‘good’ and ‘very good’. For instance in 2006 the London 
police force was perceived by 63% as good and very good (Bradford, Jackson and Stanko, 2009). 
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citizens they are exercising authority, implementing rules and regulations, and de facto defining if and how 

people will exercise rights, as well as duties. Citizens have expectations about how they will perform, 

moreover that they will be fair, just and impartial. Thus citizens judge the manner civil servants exercise 

authority and this in turn affects their decision to cooperate and to obey the laws and regulations. 

We therefore propose to analyze how the legitimacy of key institutions for democracy is constructed, 

or jeopardized, by exploring the contacts between citizens and civil servants. Our research programme will be 

limited to local institutions: the local municipal administration, the local school, health center, labor courts, 

police services, and local justice centers.  

Mindful of Rothstein and Siedler’s (2009) conclusions concerning the importance of the performance 

of institutions, NEV proposes to study how laws, rules and ordinances are applied daily by civil servants in 

local government institutions. In the past the needs of citizens were very heterogeneously fulfilled by 

different government institutions resulting in a very unequal city with multiple areas presenting overlapping 

deprivations. The picture described by Rothstein (2009) fits the experience of millions of citizens in São 

Paulo in the not-so-distant past:  

“if the police do not protect you because you are an X-type citizen, if the fire-brigade does not come 

to your house because you are a Z-type citizen, if your children are systematically discriminated 

against in the schools because they are Y-type children, and if the doctors at the hospital ignore you 

because you are a P-type person, then you are in real trouble”. 

The question then is how can there be social trust and institutional trust and moreover compliance 

with the law and/or willingness to obey the laws in a context of accumulated inequalities?19 

Following previous research (see Lenard, 2010 and others) which explores the reciprocal relationship 

between democracy and social trust, we also propose to study in how far low levels of social trust relate to 

low institutional trust. How does lack of social and institutional trust foster the perception that rights and 

protections cannot be universal goods and thus relate to poor support for universal access to human rights? 

Emphasis will be given to new innovative programmes and legislation. We will explore how macro- 

and micro-level phenomena come together and impact upon each other. This will be done from the 

perspective of citizens, as well as from that of the civil servants involved. The study will take the form of a 

longitudinal panel with multiple contacts over a period of time. The reasons for this are twofold: first we wish 

to establish causality, secondly since social changes are taking place very rapidly, a longitudinal study with 

multiple points of contact is necessary. 

 

The State of the Art – the unique contribution of NEV  

Major Centres20 devoted to the study of violence, human rights and democracy are mainly 

concentrated in the Northern hemisphere and in Universities in the United Kingdom and the United States. 

                                                                 
19 Moreover when various studies reveal that both social trust and political trust is lower among the poorest groups in society. This was identified by 
Scheidegger and Staerkle (2011) in Switzerland and in the USA by Paterson (1999). 
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There are other groups in European and Canadian Universities studying one of these three areas but not the 

connections between them. In South Africa there are groups studying violence and human rights, but none 

focus on democracy. So it can be said that NEV is one of the few centres devoted to the interconnection 

between violence, human rights and democracy in the Southern hemisphere. 

NEV is also one of the very few organizations in this field that have been working in an 

interdisciplinary way. From its initial formation the NEV adopted this perspective, bringing together in its 

first research projects sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists and lawyers. Shortly after, historians, 

social psychologists, geographers and epidemiologists became part of the group. More recently linguists and 

language specialists have joined us and are helping to analyze the language used to describe violent events in 

court documents, in the media and by victims, perpetrators and witnesses. This interdisciplinary perspective 

has been maintained throughout the history of NEV and has proved a major asset and achievement, as 

interdisciplinary research is notoriously difficult to organize. 

 

2.4. OUTLINE OF PLANNED RESEARCH 

 

Introduction 

The challenge in the proposed research project will be to combine micro level with macro level data 

to unravel connections between violence and human rights violations on the one hand and democracy, 

legitimacy, trust in institutions and the rule of law on the other. This is to be examined from the joint 

perspectives of citizens and civil servants and will focus on interactions between these groups in daily life at 

the local level as well as on the impact of innovative legislation/programmes. The project is a longitudinal 

one in order to identify how the actual implementation of programmes, as well as the enforcement of national, 

state and municipal laws and ordinances affect trust in institutions and the perceived legitimacy of laws and 

regulations. 

Research into why people obey, comply or are willing to respect laws has been much influenced by 

the work of Tom Tyler (2006). His research has mainly focused21 on the police and courts in the United 

States and is now informing an important part of the Euro-Justis study concerning the development of social 

indicators of trust in justice (Jackson et al. 2011). The latter study is being carried out in seven countries in 

Europe and covers the perceived legitimacy of the police and courts, trust, fear of crime, risk of victimization 

and other related topics (Hough, Ruuskanen and Jokinen, 2011)  

Most previous studies of people’s support for the law and what is lately being referred to as 

“willingness” to obey the law, as opposed to what Tyler called a “feeling of obligation to obey the laws”, 

focus on two institutions: the police and or the judiciary. NEV contends that other types of public institution 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
20 Institute for the Study of Human Rights (ISHR) at Columbia University, The Carr Center for Human Rights Policy at Harvard University The Center 
for the Study of Genocide, Conflict and Human Rights- Rutgers University, UC Davis Center for the Study of Human Rights in the Americas,the 
Center on Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law (CDDRL), Stanford University, Centre for Democratisation Studies- Leeds University, 
Human  Rights Center Essex, Justice and Violence Research Centre-Sussex, LSE Center for the Study of HR, Oxford Centre for the Study of 
Inequality and Democracy, amongst others. 
21Public decisions on water conservation, education and political settings have also been studied by Tyler and Degoy (1996), Tyler and Fagan (2004).   
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also enforce laws, rules and regulations and that these can have as important a role in legal socialization as 

the police and the judiciary. We will therefore work with a number of different institutions at local levels. 

These will represent different levels of government (federal, state and local). 

The federal government has low local visibility, except through the federal police, and federal 

highway patrol, customs and immigration and the federal courts. The state government, on the other hand, is 

responsible for public security (meaning the police forces) and for prisons, mid-level and university level 

education, some public hospitals, as well as for all planning involving metropolitan regions, issuing 

documents and so forth. Public prosecutors and the judiciary have autonomy but are part of the state 

administration. Local administration is therefore the most visible face of government for the majority of the 

Brazilian population and it is therefore our primary focus. In fact for most citizens it is rather difficult to 

discern what are the specific responsibilities of the federal, state and municipal governments. Contrary to 

what takes place in other countries, where local administration may have low visibility except in what 

concerns the Departments of Health and Education, in Brazil most citizens do come into contact with the 

local administration directly or indirectly throughout the year. This may be to obtain a building permit, to 

carry out home improvements, to be informed about, or to discuss, local taxes on property, on services, or on 

the sale of a property, to complain about or to request services such as refuse collection, public lighting, 

repair of potholes on the road, or to deal with problems concerning noise, breaches of local legislation 

concerning land use, tree pruning or removal and so forth. Municipal government is also partly responsible 

for public health, including local health centres and some of the city’s hospitals. It also provides pre-school 

crèches and elementary education up to the 8th grade, and is responsible for the enforcement of traffic laws 

and traffic planning. Moreover municipal government locally oversees the implementation of the Statute for 

the Protection of Children and Adolescents.  

It is likely that, in the regions of Sao Paulo selected for the study, residents will have had a history of 

contacts of varying degrees and intensity with local authorities. In this process they will have accumulated 

perceptions and evaluations of the authorities’ performance and on that basis will have built up differing 

levels of trust. We are thus seconding what Tyler (2011) says about such encounters: 

 “From a legitimacy perspective, every encounter that the public has with the police, the courts and 

the law should be treated as a socializing experience that builds or undermines legitimacy. Each 

contact is a ‘teachable moment’ in which people learn about the law and legal authorities”. 

In the case of São Paulo we have a unique opportunity to examine how in different districts the 

different political regimes that existed before the city became a metropolis have influenced citizens’ respect 

for laws and their willingness to submit to, or obey, the laws and how this relates to access (or lack of access) 

to rights and levels of violence. 
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Preliminary Research questions 

NEV’s first task will be to study human rights violations and emerging violence in the urban spaces 

of the global south and to attempt to identify likely future developments. Preliminary questions such as these 

listed below, will guide our enquiry: 

• What are the main emerging forms of violence and human rights violations that we can detect in our 

societies?  

• In which ways do these new instances of violence and human rights violations challenge accepted 

ways of thinking? 

• What can we learn about the relationship between violence and human rights violations on the one 

hand and democracy, political legitimacy, trust in institutions and the rule of law on the other?  

• What new ideas can we develop to make these new developments in patterns of violence intelligible 

to ourselves and the wider public?  

• How can we use any knowledge we gain to promote change, to control violence, to protect people, to 

reduce urban inequality, and to improve the quality of our democracies?  

• What are the trends we expect to see in the future and how can we prepare ourselves, technically and 

theoretically, to face them? 

Other interesting questions involve the new uses of public space and their implications for gender 

related issues: 

• Is there a relationship between the decrease in homicide rates and the proliferation of new modes of 

appropriating public space? 

• How do new uses of public space recreate urban segregation and barriers between classes? 

• What are the new forms of abuse and mistreatment that frame the experience of being a young 

woman in São Paulo?  

Research methodology 

The core research project will be based on a longitudinal panel study to be carried out with the 

citizens of São Paulo in a number of different areas. The choice of a longitudinal panel will help to clarify the 

direction of causality, as well as to explore on-going socialization. Panel members will take part in one-hour-

long, face-to-face interviews yearly for 5 years. Data will be collected by trained interviewers under the direct 

supervision of the research team at NEV, who will also take part personally in the interviewing. 

A longitudinal study is recommended by the most recent international research. Political socialization 

has not generally been approached as an on-going process, but recent studies have underlined the usefulness 

of this approach. Schoon and Cheng (2011) adopted this perspective to study determinants of political trust in 

the United Kingdom. They conclude that:  

“political trust is a reflection of ongoing development and accumulated experiences across the 

life course, associated with both early and later experiences. Trust in institutions is not 

completely ingrained at an early age and develops over time and in context. Levels of trust are 
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associated with early experiences but also with state change variables such as age and 

employment status, as well as a changing socio-historical context”.  

Panel composition 

The panel of citizens will consist of 2000 members overall, with an age range of 16 to 80 years. They 

will be drawn from the census districts within São Paulo after the selection process outlined below. 

Selection of districts 

The districts will be selected on the basis of the socio-economic profile of the population, how 

consolidated the urban occupation is, the prevailing type of occupation (residential, mixed, industrial, 

commerce) and presence or absence of substandard housing. A detailed characterization of the 31 municipal 

boroughs will be carried out to identify within these patterns of heterogeneity in terms of: access to rights 

(health, public security, education, public and private –commercial services, leisure and cultural facilities, 

infrastructure, parks and so forth), and the social, economic and demographic profile of the population22. It is 

expected that the longer the areas have been occupied the fewer gaps in access to rights there will be, as these 

represent different moments in the expansion of the city under different political regimes: this should have 

resulted in different priorities when attending to the demands/needs of residents. 

Selection of panel members 

Panel members will be selected randomly from census information. We would aim to begin the 

project in 2013 and plan to continue monitoring the panel for 5 years. The panel will be regularly monitored 

to check for any drop in overall numbers, or numbers within specific groups. In that eventuality, new panel 

members will be recruited. Some incentives will be offered for continued panel membership. 

Certain minority groups of particular interest will be over-sampled to ensure adequate numbers for 

statistical analysis. Special analysis for example will be carried out for the elderly, women and youth, for 

low-income groups and for certain racial/ethnic groups. They represent the most vulnerable groups in the 

population and are more likely to feel powerless. Over-sampling will be particularly important as we can 

expect a substantial drop-out rate in these cases.  

Proposed content of the interviews with citizens 

 The data to be collected will cover the respondents’ experience with public services, their experience 

with violent victimization, their attitudes to human rights, rule of law and democracy, as well as their 

evaluation of the governmental institutions. The interviews will explore the following areas: 

• Any major life events since recruitment (marriage, births deaths in the family, changes of 

employment or housing) 

• Any contact with local, municipal or federal institutions 

                                                                 
22 Access to the data needed for this analysis has been secured by previous agreements with major  producers of data on urban and social economic 
aspects The SEADE Foundation (The State of São Paulo Foundation for Socio and Economic Data) and Emplasa (the Metropolitan Region Agency). 
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• Any contact with police 

• Any experience of violence 

• Overall satisfaction with personal life 

• Attitudes to democracy, rule of law and human rights violations 

• Voting preferences  

The attitudinal questions will allow for comparison with previous NEV research carried out in Sao 

Paulo between 1999 and 2010. 

Interviews with civil servants 

Face-to-face interviews will be carried out with civil servants from the local municipal 

administration, health services, education, leisure (parks, sport facilities), libraries, child councils, police 

precincts, centres for the provision of legal advice, centres for the supply of documents (Poupa Tempo), and 

judges and public prosecutors at the special courts (civil and criminal). Civil servants will be interviewed 

every 2 years and the interviews will be supplemented by observation of how they interact with citizens. The 

research with civil servants will not take the form of a longitudinal panel as high turnover is expected to 

prevail. 

Additional research 

The longitudinal panel will be complemented by a number of case studies: in particular ethnographies 

of specific types of services, such as health, and social and institutional communications23 are envisaged, as 

well as explorations of important themes - for example the reduction in homicide rates or the use of public 

spaces by young people.  

The longitudinal panel study will also be replicated in one city on the frontier of Brazil and Bolivia. 

Frontier cities can be seen as representing how cities evolve in difficult contexts: for example they are usually 

distant from the decision-making centres and may have little economic power: powerful incentives and/or 

opportunities for deviant economic alternatives and for violence may exist. This study will then be replicated 

in one other city in Ecuador on its frontier with Colombia. 

International dimension 

As discussed in the previous section, NEV has adopted an interdisciplinary approach. In addition we 

have assembled an international network to study this area. Fellow research bodies include:  

• the Indian Institute of Human Settlements, in Bangalore 

• the African Centre for Cities at the University of Cape Town 

• the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation in Johannesburg 

• the Centro de Estudios Sociológicos at the Colégio de Mexico in Ciudad de Mexico  

                                                                 
23 With the technical support of the Institute for Social Research of the Goethe University of Frankfurt am Main 
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• FLACSO in Ecuador 

• the Global Metropolitan Studies GMS at the University of California, in Berkeley 

 

A major part of the work of this international network will consist of comparative research focused 

on specific issues. A second important activity will centre on the exchange of graduate students. NEV will 

also organize seminars and workshops to share the results of ongoing research and to develop a joint project 

involving all seven partners. The members of the international network have unanimously decided that this 

project should be the seed crystal for a Centre for Permanent Debate on Violence, Human Rights, and 

Democracy in urban settings - an enterprise that our colleagues from The African Centre for Cities (ACC) at 

the University of Cape Town have labeled: “A multi-site, multi-national research into urban violence & 

democracy in the urban South”.  

Research questions explored in future collaborations 

Collaborative research will take place from the start of the project with the Global Metropolitan 

Studies in the USA, the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation in South Africa, the Centro de 

Estudios Sociológicos at the Colégio de Mexico in Mexico, and FLACSO in Ecuador. Similar studies on the 

police and courts will be carried out in Mexico City and Johannesburg; and in New Delhi, Cape Town, and 

Berkeley research is proposed on housing, land use, use of public space, etc. Issues concerning law 

enforcement at frontiers will also be explored by our colleagues in Ecuador, Mexico and South Africa 

(Johannesburg). 

University of California 

With the Global Metropolitan Studies Group at the University of California, Berkeley the programme 

will develop the research component of “youth gender and the use of urban space”. Professor Teresa Caldeira 

will be in charge of this project. The concern here is with the emergence of several new practices of 

circulation and cultural production: skateboarding, parkour and motocycling; graffiti and pixaçã; poetry 

reading, rap and other types of music.  

Gender issues will be of particular concern. The vast majority of the protagonists in these new 

artistic, urban activities are young men, and women are explicitly denigrated in several of these practices. The 

leading questions are:  

• What is the public that is being created by these practices and by the antagonisms and tensions they 

introduce?  

• Is this re-creation of the public a deepening of democracy? 

• How do these new practices recreate urban segregation and barriers between classes? 

• Are new forms of violence emerging in addition to the continuation of old ones, such as police 

violence? 

• How can we make sense of the gender gap? 
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• What are the new forms of abuse and mistreatment that frame the experience of being a young 

woman?  

All of these questions require an ethnographic approach. The challenge is to develop an ethnography 

of circulation in public spaces by men and of the emergence for women of a new relative immobility; gender 

stereotypes reproduced with a vengeance. 

Mexico and South Africa 

Abusive practices which threaten democracy and the rule of law are endemic in the police forces of 

São Paulo, Ciudad de Mexico and Johannesburg. Together with teams led by Professor Arturo Alvarado in 

the Colégio de México and by Dr. Hugo van der Merwe in the Centre for the Study of Violence and 

Reconciliation in South Africa, NEV will coordinate research to replicate the Brazilian study of relations 

between citizens and the police and their perceptions of each other. Also considered will be how the public 

and policemen perceive and define abusive practices and corruption. The following questions will be 

addressed: 

• What is the history, past and present, of policing in each city?  

• What have been the reactions and demands of citizens and civic organizations? 

• What do the public consider to be legitimate police tactics in favelas, slum settlements, and day-to-

day contact with citizens on the streets? 

• What organizational changes have been voluntarily made by the police themselves?  

• How do present policing strategies impact upon criminality, citizens’ safety and human rights?  

• Do these policies enhance or undermine democracy?  

Ecuador 

The study of cities on the frontier will be carried out in one city on the frontier of Brazil and in one 

city on the frontier between Ecuador and Colombia. The research will be coordinated by Professor Fernando 

Carrión from FLASCO. There is the possibility that this study will be replicated in Mexico, pending further 

dialogue.  

This theme is an important one both in geographical terms and in a theoretical sense; as such it merits 

further discussion to develop a proper comparative research programme. The concept of frontier can be 

expanded, as metropolitan areas produce confrontations with rural areas as well as with other cities, 

producing macro metropolises.  

Frontiers, understood as ‘borders’, are the setting of intense violence in many countries in the North 

(the frontier of Mexico with the USA comes to mind) and in the southern hemisphere (the borders of the 

Amazon region; the triple frontier of Paraguay, Argentina and Brazil; Colombia and Ecuador; Colombia and 

Brazil; South Africa and Mozambique and India and Pakistan). It is to be expected that emerging forms of 

violence in such situations will be context specific and will vary in each of the societies where the members 

of the network will develop their research. As such, they will have to be detailed by each team or clusters of 
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teams. It is evident however, that the frontier city represents one emergent formation of violence, where the 

evolution of democratic practices may be observed in a particularly transparent form. This could be the focus 

of very interesting comparative research. It will be important to consider how different states regulate their 

frontiers, protect their populations, exert the rule of law and approach the issue of human rights. 

India and Africa 

With the Indian Institute of Human Settlements, and the African Centre for Cities we will continue to 

dialogue exploring potential research projects through the seminars and workshops of the Centre for 

Permanent Debate. Both research centres are beginning to explore the role that violence plays in their cities 

and cultures. As expressed by Gautam Bahn:  

“India is a context of rapid urbanisation rather than an already largely urban settlement structure 

within an emerging economy. This has led to new and deepening structural inequalities that are 

arguably both undergirded by, and are in themselves, a form of violence. This structural violence 

takes particular economic, spatial, cultural and political forms in the Indian city that are different 

from their expression in Brazil. Investigating these differences allows us to challenge both 

established notions of violence, as well as think about urban theory emerging from studies of the 

cities of the global South. Further, they inform our principle objects of inquiry: the nature of the 

public and the quality of democracy”.  

The African Centre for Cities (ACC) has begun to run an Urban Violence CityLab which, according 

to Gordon Pirie, Director of ACC, will continue to operate for three years. Their work focuses on:  

“Efforts to rethink (de-centre) the nature, incidence (demographic, social and spatial), significance 

and discourses of violent events and practices (including household violence, transport violence and 

xenophobia) in cities of the global South as well as carry out efforts to mainstream and decentralize 

the governance of urban safety (and violence prevention) in urban authorities, and to make 

appropriate budgetary provisions across administrative boundaries these and related matters (such 

as urban design for violence reduction) in co-operation with our partners in local government and 

civil society” . 
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