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This ethnographic narration aims to introduce the reader to various youth worlds emerging in 

today’s Brazil. The focus refers only to young men and women whose everyday life contexts are 

currently transforming within the context of broader social and political movements. Four scenes 

of particular emotional intensity will be presented. In my narration I will use these scenes to refer 

to broader observations about a few of Brazil’s ongoing urban and rural social movements (the 

Landless Rural Workers’ movement, indigenous movements, movements for the education of 

urban workers and/or homeless, and the movement for urban housing for all). I will briefly explore 

how these movements conceive family, kinship, and schooling; how they organize the space, time 

everyday life, and production; and how they enact different understandings of age and youth. My 

narration is based on observations I made during an ethnographic field research of four months at 

different places of Brazil in collaboration with many local colleagues and authors in this book. I 

will use experimental ethnographic writing and literature techniques in order to share complex 

sensorial, emotional, and meaning-related experiences and imaginations. I will also search for 

subcultural elements in the everyday lives of the observed young people and highlight modes of 

resistance to capitalist forms of work and living that have recently emerged in the Brazilian 

periphery.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

José at Escola Porto Alegre 

 

José1 is there again, as usual poorly dressed. He looks up for a moment when I enter, then 

returns to his work. His patience has always been remarkable to me. Now again I observe him 

standing, his whole body turned to the desk, as his hands, gently or firmly as necessary, glide 

across the pieces of paper, glue, metal cords, scissors, dried leaves, and other materials he 

works with. I can see his face only if he needs something from another desk, when he turns to 

look for it. He then moves quickly but lightly across the wooden floor, searches through a 

drawer, and takes what he needs; he does so without looking to me or the others in the room, 

quickly returning to his work.  

 

José is there almost everyday– the work has now progressed, and notebooks with nicely 

decorated hardcovers have been produced. Marcia, the teacher, remains invisible for most of 

the time, but she sometimes might help for a moment or two, commenting on or arranging the 

newly made notebooks. The room is not very well-lit and everything there is old – tables, 

cupboards, desks, chairs. Even the walls should have been painted a long time ago. Quite a lot 

of tools and some machinery (to cut or press paper etc.) are lying around, but there is no 

particular decoration. I look out of the window to the schoolyard – although there is a break 

now, not many students are around. The school’s general assembly, where students and 

teachers have an equal vote, begins after the break at 9.00 – in a few minutes. José is not 

going – he prefers to work with paper in the school’s paper-working room. I am impressed 

how well he deals with all the tools and materials and like his products very much – 

hardcovers for books and notebooks in all possible shapes and colors, decorated with ink 

drawings and dried flowers.  

 

Arts constitute one of the most important subjects at this school, which is based on the 

principles of communitarian therapy2 and Freireian pedagogics. José still has to learn 

mathematics, Portuguese, and history as well as computers, environmental and political 
                                                
1 All names in the article are pseudonyms in order to protect anonymity. For the same reason, no detailed 

information is given about the concrete places or/and period in which this research took place, and age-related 

information is approximate.  
2 See: Barreto A. Terapia Comunitária passo a passo. Fortaleza: Gráfica LCR; 2005; Ferreira Filha MO, Dias 

MD. Terapia Comunitária: uma ação básica de saúde mental. João Pessoa: Projeto de Extensão 

(PROBEX)/UFPB; 2006. 



education, and other subjects that are decided by the general assembly and taught in thematic 

project mode. He is a 16-year-old student. Similarly to all other students – who are between 

13 and 24 years old – José is offered a basic level of education that correlates more to what in 

other contexts would be primary school knowledge. About 100 students are registered, and 

half of them participate regularly.  

 

The school, where we are, is a quite well known school for homeless students in Porto Alegre, 

Brazil: the Escola Porto Alegre (EPA). The Escola Porto Alegre emerged in the context of 

educação popular – a broader Brazilian movement for public education for all.3 This school is 

in many regards an open school (escola aberta): it is first of all open in the sense that a student 

is welcome at the school, but is not obliged to stay there;4 the school is also in many regards 

open for students who would elsewhere feel marginalized; it is open for the residents of the 

school’s neighborhood during the afternoon; it is open in the sense of its direct participation 

in the city’s councils as well its collaborations with many other institutions – even 

international ones.  

 

Furthermore, the school has since the very beginning (1995) been open to all possible changes 

on all levels – which have been suggested, discussed, and decided by a general assembly in 

which all interested students and all teachers participate. I was impressed to realize that the 

teachers were very well read and were knowledgeable about a wide range of subjects, from 

Foucault and Deleuze & Guatarri to contemporary Brazilian educational research and 

discussions, e.g. about ethnomathematics or teacher education. Although more schools of this 

type were established in Porto Alegre some years ago, this is the only school that has kept this 

openness at all levels – all other similar schools have retreated to less open – or radical – 

modes of organization.  

 

The school does, however, close during the night (for both students and teachers), and 

although there is a general assembly with an equal participation of teachers and students, the 

teachers are the ones who permanently work there and constitute the “core” or the “heart” of 

the school. When all classes have finished for the day, students are still allowed to remain at 

                                                
3 For more general information on the Brazilian educational scape in English, see (Kontopodis, 2009). 
4 This openness is quite an unusual condition for Europeans. It goes together with another idea: that a student is 

eligible to graduate the school not after a certain number of school years, but whenever the teachers assess that 

the student has successfully accomplished his/her school education, independent of what day or month it is. 



the school until seven p.m. to work at the various laboratories with ceramics or paper. Then 

the school closes.  

 

Where José slept the night before is an open question: he does not have a family, he does not 

have a home, he does not even have a gang or any other provider of food and security. When 

the school doors open for students, he goes quickly through the schoolyard to the rooms at the 

right to take a shower. How good it is that there is always hot water, and one can even wash 

one’s clothes at school! This is one of the very few places where José can take a shower. It is 

also one of the very few places – if not the only one – where José can have breakfast: bread, 

butter, marmalade, and coffee. This is served to all students for free and paid by the 

municipality of Porto Alegre (as is also the case with lunch and snacks several times through 

the day). “How’s it going?” I ask him, “Fine.”  

 

José has just received the amount of 50 Reais for the notebooks he sold through the school 

last month. He must still collect cans and other recyclable materials from the streets and sell 

them to supplement his income. I am not sure what his expenses are. He does not have a home 

and cannot afford a mobile phone; he gets food at the school, as well as some used clothes or 

other things that might be donated to the school from the neighborhood. Drug-dealing for 

male students and prostitution for the female ones are quite common activities among the 

students of this school – but not for José, who is very enthusiastic about the paper cover 

construction and is slowly creating a network of clients for his paper products. Perhaps some 

day he will earn his whole living with it. 

 

Soon it will be night, the school (home?) will be closed again, the night will begin and the 

night is hard. I continue to observe how he cuts the paper, he is concentrating hard, intense 

moments of silence, of work, maybe of joy…  

 

------------  ----------- 

 

Carlos, at a settlement of the Landless Rural Workers Movement (MST) at Espirito 

Santo  

 

Carlos, Carlos’s father, and I sit inside their home speaking about nothing in particular. We 

have eaten well – as usual self-produced chicken, rice, and then fruit juice – and we layback 



quite lazy. It is hot, we are all dressed simply and lightly: shorts, T-shirts, slippers. One would 

not say that any of us made any particular effort to combine colors or styles. It is about three 

p.m., there is no work to do – neither in the fields nor for the school, because it is 

summertime. Carlos’s 7-year-old sister wants my attention and walks around inventing a 

series of plays. I give her my video recorder to play with; she laughs happily and disappears 

outside the home.  

 

I observe the huge flat screen TV of the family, which I have seen in every home I have been 

in Brazil – in intellectuals’ apartments, favelas, or Guarani Indians’ wooden houses. There is 

a TV table, quite luxurious, with extra space for a CD player and speakers that also look new 

and fancy. The sofa reminds me of the sofa in my middle-class parents’ living room. For a 

moment I forget where I am. But then the posters hanging on the wall behind the sofa, 

opposite the TV, draws my attention. They depict historical moments of the Landless 

Workers’ fights.  

 

The Landless Rural Worker’s Movement in Brazil (“Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais 

Sem Terra,” or “MST”5) is considered the major counter-hegemonic movement of Brazil and 

one of the most important radical social movements of Latin America, with an estimated 1.5 

million landless members of all possible ages and ethnic-racial groups organized all over 

Brazil (Karriem, 2009). The settlement where I am was founded 15 years ago, and trees are 

now big enough to produce enough fruit for the whole year. It is one of the richest and most 

vibrant settlements of the Landless Movement.  

 

I remember my talk yesterday with Carlos, the son:  
“Are you going to come back to the settlement after your studies?”  

“I don’t know what I will think in such a moment after a few years, but I guess yes.”  

                                                
5 For general information about the Landless Worker’s Movement, its history and political and educational 

aspirations in English, see (Kane, 2000). Pizetta & Souza (2005) also offer a detailed presentation in Portuguese 

of the history of the Landless Worker’s Movement at Espírito Santo in its different phases: its first steps from 

1983-1985; the constitution of the movement at Espírito Santo, 1985-1988; further conflicts and repression from 

1989-1991; new fights from 1992-1994: the establishment and expansion of the movement, 1995-2002: and the 

Landless Movement under the Lula government at Espírito Santo from 2003- 2005. The scene presented here 

took place in 2010 and explores developments that follow the history presented by Pizetta & Souza. For a more 

detailed analysis about the Landless Rural Workers’ Movement in English, as well as for a long list of references 

and other relevant information, see also the multimedia online publication by (Kontopodis, 2010). 



“It is good to travel when you are young – like I am doing now – and also to live in a city for a few years 

but in the long term I also want to return to the island where I was born.”  

“Yes, I do not like cities,” Carlos said laughing;  

“Neither do I.” 

 

The formerly illiterate and marginalized urban or rural populations who made up the Landless 

Workers’ Movement in the very beginning occupied lands they intended to cultivate in an 

ecological and direct-democratic way, but this was not all: they also occupied nearby 

universities and founded schools as well as training programs for people from the movement 

to become teachers in these schools inside the settlements (da Silva, 2008; de Andrade, 2008; 

Farias, 2008; Jornal dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, 2009; Kane, 2000). A series of such 

programs and institutions allowing Landless Workers to become teachers at the landless 

schools have been established – often in cooperation with local universities (Diniz-Pereira, 

2005; Foerste, 2004, 2009).6  

 

Carlos is now 17 years old. He received his primary education at a public school inside the 

settlement, which was constructed and administered by the Landless Workers’ Movement. He 

then started his secondary education at a school in the nearby town, because there was no 

secondary school inside the settlement. The secondary school he attends is semi-public – 

common enough for the region –and run by the Jesuit church. It applies a specific pedagogics 

called pedagogia da alternancia (pedagogy of alternation). In one year Carlos is quite sure 

that he will get a place at the region’s university to study agricultural science. The father 

speaks about Carlos’s plans. Carlos listens, laughs, but lets his father explain everything. He 

then rests back for while, daydreaming. I observe for a moment Carlos’s father’s smiling face 

– a smile that somehow reflects both pride and serenity.  

 

Carlos has just received a guest – a young girl from the settlement, whom I have already seen 

a few times here and there.  In a very simple way, slowly, but neither secretly nor loudly, they 

leave for a walk. “Where did Carlos go?” “They always meet around this time,” says his 

father, not exactly answering my question. Fernanda, the daughter, is now in front of the 

house, feeding a few chickens moving about the yard.  

 

After a while Carlos’s father says that he will show me the pump, responding to my interest in 

learning more about the settlement’s employment of agricultural technologies. We move in 
                                                
 



the direction of his motorbike, he gets on and waits for me to take my video camera and 

whatever else I think I might need. We are on what can be seen as the “main road” of the 

settlement, connecting the district where people live with the school and the various fields 

where people work. We pass in front of the school; then again I see a few houses with small 

yards built here and there. I note that there is no “central” square, meeting place as in 

European villages. The place somehow most “central” and “public” is the school – where 

indeed sometimes all the residents meet to discuss common issues. In front of the school there 

is a provisory football ground, though it is not much used by the adult residents.  

 

I know that we will soon pass by quite a large lake – it is artificial, but old enough to fit well 

into the landscape consisting of hills in the background and green fields all around us. Just a 

few seconds before I can see the lake I catch sight of Carlos and his young girlfriend sitting 

on a rock at the right, as if they have been there for hours and hours. They do not move and 

are silent, just enjoying the view of the lake, both intently studying the landscape.   

 

 
Photo 1: The lake that Carlos and his young girlfriend were watching (Photo taken by 

the author of the original photo – courtesy of Carlos’ father) 

 



The road passes between them and the lake, we pass in front of them, nobody seems 

surprised, nobody moves, nobody is disturbed. It seems self-evident how things are, and it 

seems self-evident that we do not stop to say hello. I look for a moment at Carlos’s face, he is 

tranquilly smiling.  

 

------------  ----------- 

 

Raquel, at an occupied housing project of the National Movement for the Struggle for 

Housing (MNLM) in Porto Alegre 

 

It is morning and I arrive at the occupied housing project where Raquel lives – a young 

woman of about 20 years old. She is waiting for me with a smiling face and her one-and-a-

half-year-old daughter in her arms. Today the whole house has a lot to do – a celebration is 

going to be organized for coming Saturday, with many activities: live music, film projections, 

a theatre-play for the kids, etc. Raquel stays with me for a moment and then tries to 

coordinate everything and runs all over the place.  

 

I talk a little bit with Newton, another young resident, and he explains to me how important 

the support of the broader local community is for their housing project. They need a lot of 

support now, especially in fighting against the police’s violence, which has recently been on 

the rise: the municipality wants to take over the place as well as a nearby favela and construct 

entertainment spaces for tourists to use on the occasion of the 2014 Porto Alegre football cup. 

The forthcoming party should contribute to getting such support, inform people about the 

movement, and create further networks of solidarity.  

 

To prepare everything and make a good impression to the broader local community during the 

party implies a lot of work, but everybody seems enthusiastic about the whole event and keen 

on participating in all tasks. The atmosphere is great. Raquel seems to be the most 

enthusiastic of all – and everybody seems to trust her in her coordinating role. Like most 

people here, she moved to this occupation about a year ago. Before she was living in a favela 

with her husband, baby, and other people. They did not have enough space for their “new” 

family, so they moved out.  

 



We begin to clean the place – at the same time some people open the doors of the backyard 

and deal with the many people who come to park their car there for the whole day. This is one 

of the main financial resources of the families living in this occupied space, although they 

also sell T-shirts and organize parties. In this way they manage somehow to cover their 

expenses for food, clothes, phone and internet (they do not pay for electricity or water but just 

take them directly from the public electricity and water network).  

 

Raquel does not have much time to help with everything, because at 12.00 she is going to go 

to school – another school established in the context of public education for all (educação 

popular). The CMET, municipal center for the education of workers (Centro Municipal de 

Educação dos Trabalhadores), is a huge school in a small building that works on three shifts: 

8h-12h;14h-18h; 18h30-22h30. Raquel attends this school voluntarily and is offered basic, i.e. 

primary, education there. CMET shares some similarities to Escola Porto Alegre but is bigger 

and addressed – as its name reveals – to workers of all possible ages, not only to young 

people. It has a lot of students with special needs (about 1/5), groups of students of all ages, 

and about 86 teachers and 1000 students in total. Most of the students are 18-36 years old, 

although the age may vary from 15 to 88 years. Arts – and especially theater – play a central 

role in the curriculum here, and absences count only for students who are less than 18 years 

old. CMET is organized on the principles of solidarity, civil engagement, and moral 

autonomy. Raquel feels welcome and respected there – which is the reason why she does not 

attend any other school, as she explains to me. 

 

It is time for a short coffee break. We go to the large common room of the occupied space. 

Raquel holds a piece of paper with notes, and soon begins to summarize everything that 

should be done to everybody from the 23 families living there, and who is responsible for 

what: decorating, buying and transporting drinks, cooking, setting up the sound system, 

photocopying fliers etc. I pay attention once again to the graffiti drawn all over the place, as 

well as to the posters announcing various political events. Somehow this background fits well 

with the rather punk appearance of most of the people here: jeans with holes, punk red-and-

green haircuts, rings, tattoos, red-and-black T-shirts advertizing the Movimento Nacional pela 

Luta pela Moradia, (MNLM) or National Movement for the Struggle for Housing. “While 

being a resident is a privilege, occupying is a right” is written on the wall – the main motto of 



this young Brazilian movement, which some people consider to be the urban version of the 

Landless Rural Workers’ Movement.7  

 

 
Photo 2: The large common room of the occupied space (by the author) 

 

Everybody pays attention to what Raquel is saying. I like her calmness, optimism, and 

engagement. She smiles all the time, responds to all questions calmly, and also cares for her 

baby whom she is carrying, playing with it now and then. I enjoy the scene and remember 

similar meetings that I have experienced in quite different occupied spaces in Greece and in 

Germany, where I have lived the past few years. 

 

------------  ----------- 

 

                                                
7 For a broader analysis and information on this movement in English, see (Schäffer & Comerlato, forthcoming). 



Werá Mirim, in a Guarani Indian community in the region of Espirito Santo 

 

It is morning – but I do not have a feeling that time matters in any way. I sit in a circle with 

Werá Mirim8 and a few other young men around 16 years old on the floor in front of their 

home (a construction made out of wood and soil, with a metal roof so that the rain water does 

not enter). Werá Mirim holds a guitar and a notebook with handwritten verses and notes. He 

laughs, tries to play and sing one of the songs – but as he says, he does not know anything, 

and cannot play well at all. He is not practicing, just playing here and there, letting time pass 

by. The music is not Guarani; it is Brazilian and Latin American pop. The spoken language is 

Portuguese – with a particular dialect and some words in Guarani, which I do not understand. 

Even more meaningful than spoken language is silence, which includes “listening” to each 

other being silent.   

 

The guitar is passed around and the other young men play as well, until it comes back to Werá 

Mirim. They also laugh, trying to play and sing one of the songs – but they all say that they do 

                                                
8 Guarani people were prohibited from using their Guarani names during the Brazilian dictatorship. Nowadays 

they usually have a non-Guarani name and a Guarani one, and they use the different names in different contexts 

(depending on the presence of non-Guarani people and other factors). I asked the young people whom I 

associated with for their Guarani names and chose to use here a Guarani name as a pseudonym as a gesture of 

respect to the Guarani culture and language. This name is commonly used for Guarani men and means 

something like “young sacred person”. Talvez essa questão possa ter sido vivida pelos Guarani na ditadura, mas 

tenho ouvido em muitas narrativas sobre a questão do uso língua indígena no Brasil que, em várias cidades, 

muitas vezes, os índios eram proibidos de falar suas línguas. Nas cidades da Amazônia, as pessoas costumam se 

referir às línguas indígenas como “gírias” (slang).  Na época do movimento de pacificação promovido pelo SPI 

(Serviço de Proteção ao Índio, nos anos 40 e 50), nas escolas para os índios, eles eram proibidos de falar sua 

língua materna. Especificamente, em relação aos nomes indígenas,  até a década de 80, muitos cartórios quando 

iam fazer documentos para os índios não aceitavam o nome indígena como um nome que poderia ser registrado 

oficialmente, em função disso, eles tinham de escolher um nome em português.  Assim muitos grupos indígenas 

se viram forçados a atribuir além do nome indígena, um nome em português, prática que continuou até os dias de 

hoje. No Xingu, por exemplo, os Ikpeng, que antes tinham apenas nomes indígenas, os jovens estão colocando 

um nome em português também, talvez por causa dessa aproximação do jovem com a cidade. Por sinal, todos 

eles, os homens, tem nomes de jogadores de futebol, as mulheres ainda mantêm apenas o nome indígena. b) The 

spoken language is Portuguese – with a particular dialect and some words in Guarani, which I do not understand. 

Esse dialeto tem sido nomeado no Brasil como português índio, porque apresenta características próprias 

relacionadas tanto às estruturas do português em relação as estruturas da língua indígena como também as regras 

de interação se apresentam em caminho culturalmente distinto, mesmo que as falas sejam dirigidas em 

português. 



not know how to play anything well, and are just letting time pass by. I encourage them to 

sing and play other songs, songs they haven’t yet tried – they laugh. Time passes by; Werá 

Mirim is now playing again. It seems to me that the same scene goes on forever and ever. 

Everybody is relaxed, there is nothing in particular to do or to talk about, it is not too hot, 

other residents move around and pass by, as do some chickens and a dog, but my feeling is 

that nothing moves – not even time… 

 

The young men do not seem to care about anything – the government provides the village 

with rice, they steal electricity for their TVs (yes they have them!) from the central public 

lamp, they do not have any mobile phones or accounts, and they are not expected to do any 

cleaning. The “floor” is the earth and everything goes there (some chickens hang around and 

eat the organic rubbish from yesterday. Indeed, most rubbish is organic, so there is no need to 

worry). Playing the guitar continues, with small talk in-between, they are now laughing 

because Werá Mirim has sung a funny song in a strange way. At some point two of the young 

men disappear – they have gone to pee in the forest instead of using the toilets built by the 

state a few years ago, which give the impression of having never been cleaned. 

 

I know that some other young men – among them Werá Mirim’s brother – moved to nearby 

cities a year ago, while a few years back a whole group of the village residents – including 

Werá Mirim’s biological father – moved to another forest that was supposedly more bountiful 

in water, plants and food. Werá Mirim has not seen them since then, but this seems to be quite 

normal – he only spoke about it because I asked. At what can be considered a “central square” 

– two minutes away from the place we sit – an assembly is going on to discuss issues 

regarding identity politics and the maintenance of Guarani culture. The young people with 

whom I am do not seem interested or obliged in any way to participate. It seems that whatever 

could be a “present problem” or a “future aim” – pursuing one’s luck in a city just out of 

curiosity, moving to another rural place because of a lack of resources, being threatened by 

the culture of “white men,” as the cacique, the oldest person in the village, would say – is far 

away. There is no need to think about those things or actively do anything else than sit in a 

circle and play the guitar. 

 

One could expect these youngsters to go to the public school, which was built within walking 

distance by the Brazilian state and opens just for them, but they are not very interested. The 

cacique would expect them to participate in various rituals that take place in a Guarani church 



– but rituals take place mainly during the evening and night and the village does not yet have 

have a Guarani church anyway. The young men don’t seem very interested in such activities, 

either.   

 

I look at Werá Mirim and observe his mohawk. I think of the cacique, the oldest person in the 

settlement, who strongly criticizes “his” young people for not accepting his principles and 

being under the influence of the “white man’s” fashion, adopting hairstyles and appearances 

that are not Guarani. At the same time, it is very clear to me that no young white people 

would have the style Werá Mirim has. Although it might be a “new trend” among the 

Guaranis, it is “Guarani” – not traditional Guarani, but subcultural Guarani. However, it still 

marks the Guarani young men’s otherness to their peers – who might be of all possible origins 

and mixtures (not only white) except Guarani, and who live in the nearby villages and cities 

in clearly different ways.  

 

 
Photo 3: The house in front of which we were sitting and playing the guitar (photo taken 

by the author) 

 



Playing the guitar goes on in the way I described above. It might have been two hours that we 

have been here, we are relaxed; other residents – also chickens and the dog – move around or 

pass by but we do not react in any way. Werá Mirim holds the guitar and the notebook with 

handwritten verses and notes. He laughs, tries to play and sing one of the songs – but as he 

says, he does not know anything, and cannot play well at all. We are invited to eat at the home 

of a woman who has cooked for us, but we are not very hungry. Without much discussion it is 

decided that we will just eat later. The food for lunch would have been as usually corn, potato 

and cassava (which sometimes is accompanied with birds or animals that have been hunt).  

 

There is not need to hurry with anything. After a while, a guy suggests going for a swim, and 

– again without much discussion – everybody stands up to go to the nearby lagoon. They ask 

me if I would also like to join them there. I say “yes.”9 

 
Outlook 

 

The young people to whom this work refers are, on the one hand, “everyday people” in the 

sense in which DeCertau speaks of the “everyday man,” (and woman) the average person, 

who usually history does not write about and who makes up the bulk of the population 

participating in the practice of everyday life. However, the young people to whom this work 

refers are radical Others to the average “everyday” young men and women of the Brazilian 

middle classes – even of the ones who might perceive themselves as “subcultural.” The young 

people I have studied here live in social spaces that are constituted by quite radical social 

movements. Sharing common goods, enjoying solidarity with each other, being threatened by 

dominant politics, and literally trying to survive are some of the aspects of their everyday 

lives that mark their otherness to the Brazilian middle or upper classes.  

 

The youths here are not only constituted by but also constitutive of the social movements in 

question. Every time Carlos or Raquel manage to escape what can be seen as “expected” or 

“normal” from the point of view of average Brazilian people, they question the given power 

relations. But also precisely every time they manage to live their lives as “normal,” 

experiencing feelings such as calmness, enthusiasm, or love, it appears that they un-do the 

margins in which they are placed. These young people constitute a radical politics that is the 

very essence of what can be seen as “movement” – be it the National Movement for the 

                                                
9 For a broader analysis and more general information on Guarani, see (Tangerino, 1996) (in Portuguese). 



Struggle for Housing, the Landless Workers’ Movement, or the urban movements for 

education for all.  

 

The young people to whom this work refers, are also Others to each other (Landless Rural 

Workers youth are not urban homeless youth, are not youth participating in the National 

Movement for the Struggle for Housing, and are not Guarani youth). It is quite interesting that 

the movements in question differ a lot from each other – although all of them take place in 

contemporary Brazil. They are heterogeneous regarding their forms of production and 

division of labor, kinship structures, their organization of time and space as well as their ways 

of perceiving and performing one’s identity and difference to others (it is Marxism that brings 

together young people of very different ethnic and racial backgrounds in the context of the 

Landless Workers’ Movement, while ethnic identity – being Guarani – is exactly what marks 

otherness in what can be seen the indigenous movements).  

 

The “participation” of young people in constituting the social spaces they live in also varies 

across the different movements. For example one could say that the homeless young students 

are “hosted” at their schools, which are run by engaged teachers. The young people at the 

occupation in Porto Alegre, however, constitute the social space in which they live by 

themselves, and in regard to all possible dimensions: negotiating with authorities, undertaking 

reparations/ renovations, planning the spatial and temporal organization, dealing with food 

and hygiene. 

 

Papadopoulos and colleagues have recently criticized the emphasis of the social sciences on 

macro-politics and later on micro-politics(Papadopoulos, Stephenson, & Tsianos, 2008; 

Stephenson & Papadopoulos, 2006). They suggest the use of the term “outside politics” to 

describe the everyday efforts – often self-evident or just driven by the desire to survive, 

without any particular theoretical aspiration – of the people who are “outside” of the current 

political, economical and societal organization to live their lives, not merely through entering 

the “inside” but through transforming the whole, through shifting the borders of the inside and 

the outside and transforming the inner organization of the inside. This “movement” or 

“politics” irreversibly transforms the cornerstones of the current political, economical, and 

societal organization, e.g. what is “democracy” is considered to be or who a “citizen” is.  

 



According to Papadopoulos and colleagues, outside politics is heterogeneous – a collective 

emerges without any necessity that one participant becomes more like the others, and without 

any central organization that applies the same principles to every action. The approach of 

Papadopoulos and colleagues offers tools for understanding the everyday experience of the 

young people to whom this study refers as single and at the same time as multiple – which 

implies an emphasis on processes and not on structural differences.  

 

The single and multiple aspects of everyday experience manifest themselves in the affective 

scapes in which the everyday lives of the young people unfold – and which I have tried to 

present in my ethnography. Arjun Appadurai in his Modernity At Large (1996) speaks about 

five different scapes: ethno-, media-, techno-, finance- and ideoscapes, which offer a 

framework for examining the new global cultural economy of complex, overlapping, 

amorphous, and disjunctive fluids of people, media images, capital, ideologies, and 

technologies that move across what could be seen as a “fixed” typical landscape and beyond 

any centre-periphery divisions. In my view, and thinking of José, Carlos, Raquel, and Werá 

Mirim, one could also speak of affective scapes marked by intense emotional and affective 

qualities, which are single and at the same time multiple – constituted by and constitutive of 

what can be seen as “youth in movement.” 

 

According to Appadurai:  

 
the individual actor is the last locus of this perspectival set of landscapes, for these landscapes are 

eventually navigated by agents who both experience and constitute larger formations, in part from 

their own sense of what these landscapes offer. (33) 

 

In this sense one can speak of affective scapes that at the same time condense in a particular 

way and transcend the subjective and the collective, merge with fluid ethno-, media-, techno-, 

finance- and ideoscapes, and participate in what can be seen as an endless becoming (this still 

includes far more qualities, dynamics, and heterogeneity than what is thought of when 

“Brazil’s upcoming economy” is mentioned…).  
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