
ABSTRACT The return and worsening of hunger during the COVID-19 pandemic were important 
setbacks experienced by the Brazilian population in recent years, as a result of a necropolitics form of 
government, which refused to look at and offer public policies aimed at vulnerable populations. The act 
of eating, in itself, is a promoter of (physical and mental) health, which has been denied to a large part of 
the population during the pandemic. This research, based on cartography method, aimed to investigate 
arrangements of mental health produced in the communities, in Heliópolis, a favela in São Paulo. Among 
the main findings, we highlight arrangements to expand the food supply, rescue the political importance 
of individuals residing in the territory, marches denouncing the situation of hunger in the favelas, as 
well as affective sharing of stories mediated by the sharing of food. These actions show the importance 
of the act of eating as a promoter of (physical and mental) health and highlight the importance of the 
relationships produced and mediated by food. The fight for food and its sharing, in a scenario of political 
dismantling and return of hunger in the country, presented itself as a form of resistance and collective 
confrontation to necropolitics.
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RESUMO O retorno e o agravamento da fome na pandemia de covid-19 foram importantes retrocessos vividos 
pela população brasileira nos últimos anos, fruto de uma gestão governamental pautada na necropolítica, que 
se recusou a olhar e produzir políticas públicas destinadas às populações em situação de vulnerabilidades. 
O ato de comer, em si, é um produtor de saúde ( física-mental), que foi negado a grande parte da população 
durante a pandemia. A presente pesquisa, produzida a partir da metodologia cartográfica, teve por objetivo 
investigar os arranjos de cuidado em saúde mental produzidos nos territórios, em comunidade, no bairro 
de Heliópolis, periferia da capital paulista. Entre os principais achados, destacam-se arranjos para ampliar 
a oferta de alimentos, resgate da importância política dos indivíduos residentes do território, marchas de-
nunciando a situação da fome na periferia, bem como partilhas afetivas de histórias mediadas pela partilha 
da comida. Tais ações demonstram a importância do ato de comer como promotor de saúde ( física-mental) 
e ressaltam a relevância das relações produzidas e mediadas pela comida. A luta pela alimentação e seu 
compartilhamento, em um cenário de desmonte político e retorno da fome no País, apresentou-se como uma 
forma de resistência e de enfrentamento coletivo à necropolítica. 
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Introduction

The return of Brazil to the hunger map was 
a phenomenon that occurred in the midst 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting from 
a genocidal government with guidance and 
actions based on necropolitics1. A politics that 
kills and lets die, whose core is the unequal 
distribution of the opportunity to live within 
the framework of the capitalist system. This 
logic has as a consequence the fact that some 
lives are understood as of greater value, while 
the rest can be discarded.

The phenomenon of hunger, in terms of 
debate in the health area, has undergone 
extensive restructuring: it has ceased to be 
merely calculated as calorie intake by indi-
viduals to be addressed in its psychological 
and social aspects and crossed by inequalities2.

Hunger is understood as a social and mul-
tifactorial phenomenon. As such, it must be 
fought by public policies that are directly 
related to the structural inequalities of the 
Brazilian reality3. The profile of hunger in 
Brazil is of families in situation of vulnerability, 
black and brown, and, in general, headed by 
women3.

Belchior and Moreira4 reaffirm the pro-
duction of death and hunger of black and in-
digenous populations by the Brazilian state 
since before the pandemic and its aggravation 
during this period. The political regime of 
liberal democracy restructured inequalities 
and continues to produce, daily, the dehuman-
ization of this portion of society4.

Discussing hunger in our country involves 
ethical issues that demand an absence of neu-
trality regarding this phenomenon5. When 
food production is in surplus and yet the 
people go hungry, the inequality of income 
concentration and the absence of government 
actions that redistribute food are political 
choices that liberal democracy has allowed 
in Brazil5. 

In addition to this, the widespread le-
galization of pesticides and the consump-
tion of industrialized foods are practices 

promoted by the country, both negatively 
affecting the health (physical and mental) of 
the population6.

In the context of a black territory affected 
by the pandemic, this study entered the 
periphery of São Paulo, in the neighborhood 
of Heliópolis, the largest favela in territorial 
extension of the capital São Paulo7.

The data verified at the national level, 
of increased hunger and food insecurity 
in the pandemic, were also intensely ob-
served in this community. According to a 
survey conducted by Observatório De Olho 
na Quebrada8, only 58% of households had 
three meals a day in the period of the first 
wave of COVID-19 (mid-April 2020).

Considering that hunger is not only a 
macro phenomenon and that it directly 
affects the bodies-subjectivities of those 
who suffer from it, this research aimed to 
analyze the production of mental health 
care arrangements in the territories and 
communities affected by the return and 
worsening of hunger.

Methodology

This is a qualitative study, based on car-
tography9 method, held in the territory of 
Heliópolis, periphery of São Paulo (SP). 
The insertion in this place took place by the 
contacts of the Public Health Laboratory 
(Lascol) of the Federal University of São 
Paulo (UNIFESP) with the Union of Nuclei, 
Associations of Residents of Heliópolis and 
Region (UNAS), that is, by one of the main 
social movements of the neighborhood. 

Cartography is a drawing of the landscape 
that is made while it is transformed; it is able 
to give voice to feelings and desires present 
in different psychosocial landscapes; it is 
the way of recording that a vibrational 
body makes about what it perceives, feels, 
and experiences concerning these social 
landscapes9. With this perspective, the field 
of research was developed in the studied 
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territory. In public health, the use of car-
tography has allowed the connection and 
invention of modes of care and production 
of life. 

The act of cartographic research leads to move-
ments through various ‘worlds’, or through the 
connections between them, or even to create 
worlds of health care at each moment in which 
a new field of research is produced, because 
this methodology does not collect data, but 
produces them in act10(2). 

The instrument used was the Field Diary 
(FD), with notes on the affective displacements 
produced by the meetings, which occurred 
mostly in 2022. In the production of the car-
tography, moments, emotions, and sensations 
of all those involved with the research were 
shared.

This article, inserted in the scope of 
public health, uses key concepts that guided 
its construction, among which: the perspec-
tive of users, the production of encounters, 
and affective territories. 

From Merhy11, the logics of biomedical 
knowledge were questioned and it was 
sought to build horizontal relationships 
with those who are assisted/cared for by 
health equipment. The displacement of 
this place of supposed scientific knowledge 
about the object being studied places cen-
trality on the perceptions and perspectives 
of users of health systems.

This first key concept extrapolates the di-
mension of the professional/user relationship 
in health and was essential for constructing a 
research and researchers who were open and 
available to the unknown. Thus, from the cul-
tivation of this movement to allow oneself to 
be affected, it was possible to produce encoun-
ters. With this key concept, we understand 
that encounters are events between bodies, 
that mobilize affections and that move those 
involved in this production12.

Faced with the curiosity that an encoun-
ter provides, this contact with others and 

with new and old affections, this cartogra-
phy was constructed. It is in the perception 
of oneself, in the naming of affections and 
relationships, in the voices and languages 
that unfold from the encounters, that affec-
tive territories emerge9.

This research also counted on spaces of 
exchange between the subjects who com-
posed it, with the writing of FD at each trip 
to the physical territory of Heliópolis and 
at each new affective territorial unfolding 
produced by the research journey itself.

This study is part of a broader research, 
inserted in a Research Program for SUS 
(PPSUS), funded by the São Paulo Research 
Foundation (FAPESP), approved by the 
Research Ethics Committee of UNIFESP, 
under the opinion number 4,737,913.

Results and discussion

From the first contact with the territory 
of Heliópolis, the marks of hunger and the 
pandemic were strongly present, on the 
faces of the many residents who appeared at 
the door of UNAS requesting the inclusion 
of their names in the queue of basics food 
baskets. This phenomenon was recurrent 
because, in 2020, UNAS was able to collect 
and distribute more than 40,000 baskets, 
which also contained protection equipment 
against COVID-1913.

Whether due to food itself, which sustains 
people’s physical and subjective bodies, or to the 
political action proposed by UNAS during dis-
tribution, this was the first mental health care 
arrangement found in the research. After all, 

UNAS used the moment of distribution of basic 
food baskets to make light and relaxed discussions 
about public policies, the role of government, and 
the importance of votes in the dimensions of access 
to food, vaccination, care in a pandemic, among 
other topics that emerged. (Excerpt from the Field 
Diary, 02/08/2022).
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These conversations rescued the role and 
political production of hunger, but they were 
also moments of collective processing about 
the reality with which the territory was faced. 
Being able to talk about what was being ex-
perienced, in the skin, in the empty belly, 
in the daily difficulties, promoted affective 
encounters and promoted mental health in 
that territory.

In the speech of the community leaders 
about this action, the character of resistance 
and subversion included in this gesture was 
evident. Donating food in a country suffering 
from hunger, is already, in itself, a resistance14; 
convening individuals suffering from hunger 
and necropolitics1 to collectively share their 
pain is to subvert the place imposed by that 
same politics on those bodies.

The problematization and appropriation 
about the reality in which one lives and the 
production of a critical reflection15 transform 
an act that could only be assistentialist into 
political-assistance, socially engaged.

In the logic of occupation of public spaces, 
the 24th Walk for Peace, which takes place 
annually in the territory, has an important role 
to denounce the situations of violence expe-
rienced by the community. In 2022, not for 
nothing, one of the main agendas was hunger. 

[Walk] marked by choruses led by the sound car, 
such as: ‘Rice is expensive, beans are expensive, 
get everyone together and send Bolsonaro away’ 
(O arroz tá caro, o feijão tá caro, junta todo mundo 
e manda embora o Bolsonaro). Various banners 
with the words ‘Whoever is hungry is in a hurry, 
hunger hurts’. Or, even, the shirts of the children, 
who carried an empty plate and data on hunger in 
Brazil and in the community of Heliópolis. (Excerpt 
from the Field Diary, 24/07/2022).

In addition to the complaints about hunger, 
children and adolescents carried posters with 
numerical data on the murders of this population 
in actions of the military police, reiterating that 
the color of the body targeted by hunger is the 
same as that hit by the bullet frequently: black4. 

These experiences, which had voices by the 
posters, constitute and cross the production 
of subjectivity of these people who live there 
and who are not always considered by the 
mental health care services. Hunger is not 
a new phenomenon for black people, but its 
exacerbated update has a direct impact on the 
health conditions of this population4.

To discuss hunger during the pandemic in a 
markedly black territory, therefore, is to look 
at inequalities. It also serves to illustrate the 
collective confrontations and the powers of 
actions, institutional or not.

Another arrangement found was the provi-
sion of food by the Centers for Children and 
Adolescents (CCA) linked to the UNAS, which 
did not close during the pandemic. By provid-
ing food for the children and youth who at-
tended, they could provide shelters and verify 
cases of violence. Thus, the service was able 
to offer care and assistance to families, ex-
panding the territory’s network beyond health 
equipment.

The CCA gained centrality in the fight 
against hunger and in the promotion of 
culture during the pandemic; and, after the 
most critical phase of the disease transmis-
sion process, one of these facilities emerged 
as a great meeting point for the community. 
Having a reference space within the territory 
was also shown to be an important way to 
expand access to mental health care.

Conversations mediated by food, be they 
salty, sweet, or simple black coffee, are crossed 
by multiple senses. The affective and memory 
rescue dimension that food carries with it14, in 
a hungry country, became even greater during 
the pandemic. I said: today I left home without 
eating, I didn’t have time. But honestly, I just 
need a black coffee. 

‘Let’s go to the CCA, there you’ll find it’. We found 
three more people willing to find me a coffee, but 
not the drink. At the end of this saga we were in 
six people, three chicken croquettes and two large 
cups of coffee, obtained in the community library. 
(Excerpt from the Field Diary, 04/05/2022).
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Another arrangement that deserves to 
be highlighted is Observatório De Olho na 
Quebrada, which produced research on the 
hunger of the population of Heliópolis and 
disseminated it massively in the community 
itself. This Observatory is composed of young 
people, who meet daily to produce and rescue 
data about the neighborhood they live in, and 
these meetings are mediated by sharing food.

It was central, throughout this research, 
to closely monitor the work carried out by 
this group. It was also by the shared food 
in the space of the Observatory that it was 
possible to connect, know new worlds, and 
circulate affections. Between candies, coffees, 
and cookies, belonging to this collective was 
being constructed. Food, therefore, comes 
to strengthen the bonds already existing in 
this group.

Sharing the act of cooking and the divi-
sion of food, throughout the pandemic, were 
therapeutic tools to deal with the unknown 
imposed by COVID-19. 

She says that she began to cook more also out of 
habit, and to have an ‘occupation for her head, so 
as not to freak out’ [...] now being able to share 
the tasks of dishes with her mother and leftovers 
with another young woman from the Observatory. 
(Excerpt from the Field Diary, 03/29/2022).

Non-pharmacological interventions for 
the management of mental health care were 
essential to cope with the pandemic16. The 
establishment of routines, including culinary 
and physical education activities, appeared 
in several reports by the young people of the 
Observatory, especially the women of the 
group. 

We are neighbors, but weren’t seeing each other. 
Until the day his mother went to work and he ran 
out of food, so I showed up there with rice and steak 
for us to eat. Since then, the isolation between us 
ended, we maintained it with other people, but 
among our families it no longer existed. (Excerpt 
from the Field Diary, 05/20/2022).

The production of individual and collective 
care based on food was something extremely 
pulsating in the territory of Heliópolis during 
the pandemic, and this is the most common 
form of collective confrontation. 

This political act from the people for the 
people rescues a quilombola heritage in a black 
territory4. In addition to the technologies de-
veloped in the quilombos to expand and share 
food production, collective actions and activi-
ties are historical marks in the daily lives of 
these populations4.

Conclusions

The perverse political project imposed on 
Brazil during the COVID-19 pandemic ex-
acerbated social inequalities and produced 
the return of hunger as a social phenomenon. 
Food insecurity, added to the lack of food on 
the plates, has color, with black and brown 
populations being the most affected by them.

The absence of a decent and quality diet 
kills slowly, malnourishes and makes one 
sick, producing subjectivities impregnated by 
mental suffering. Fighting hunger is possible, 
and it is conditioned to the implementation 
of public policies connected with a country 
project that seeks to face and overcome 
the absurd inequalities that constitute the 
Brazilian reality.

In the midst of the pandemic, with the 
worsening of vulnerability situations, the 
rescue of quilombola and collective practices 
ensured the maintenance of health (physical, 
but also mental) of populations exposed to 
hunger. It produced life. Sharing food was 
a collective and community gesture, which 
created bonds, circulated affections of care 
and kindness, and built new possible realities.

This study reflects the reality of an urban 
portion of the population that suffered from 
the ills of hunger. In the field of health, the 
discussion on hunger must be done in a more 
critical and recurrent way, considering the 
social and unequal reality of Brazil. And, from 
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this conception, assist in the construction of 
effective public health policies that reflect the 
reality of the population.

In a hungry country, eating and sharing food 
is not a mere assistentialist practice. Above all, 
it is a political and resistance act.
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