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The Free Fall of Equilibrium: Examining The 
Social Justice of Rio de Janeiro’s Urban 
Development in Developing Strong 
Institutions 
 
                                                                                 Author’s Note 
When I first heard about Rio De Janeiro Olympics, my brain struggled to reconcile the idea of The 
Olympics being conducted in a country like Brazil, almost as if my epistemic beliefs nudged me 
towards feeling that the situation in itself was amiss. So I sought the idea of uncovering the strategy 
behind Rio De Janeiro’s selection in the Olympics, which upon uncovering led me to discover 
philosophical perceptions, perspectives, and ideologies that could be seen differently or measured with 
a certain standard. My extended metaphor ‘The Free Fall of Equilibrium’ juxtaposes the ideas of a 
‘free fall’, the idea that the approach was one contributing to a sharp long-term downrise, even if 
beneficial in the short-term. Alongside the idea of an ‘equillibrium’, which inherently suggests a focus 
on long-term stability over political play, I seeked to philosophically express the idea that the 
approach of Rio De Janeiro was not just destabilizing for the city, but also destabilizing for the 
collective nation. So, this led me to question–is it the individual or collective who has more influence? 
Because that differentiation is what might make ‘politics’ politics. 
 
The 2016 Olympics hosted by Rio de Janeiro served as a powerful opportunity for Rio de 
Janeiro to grow, despite its extreme socio-economic fragmentation, industrial decay, and a lack 
of safe spaces for residents seeking just & sustainable development. While we seem to define 
urban regeneration as the process of the restoration of urban infrastructure for fulfilling 
Sustainable Development Goals, maybe Rio de Janeiro required a more unique definition 
for compensating their residents due to the lack of social reputation the city possessed. The 
irony lies in the fact that every governor of Rio de Janeiro has faced imprisonment, serious 
investigation, and several accusations of corrupt practices since 2000. Consequently, this 
suggests a root of unstable social roots and deeply corrupt practices since the city lost its status 
as the capital of Brazil in April 1960 to Brasilia. This essay will argue that the city’s epistemic 
practices served as a free fall rather than a parachute in saving the city’s status, exploring how 
the Olympics introduced new social challenges to a great extent through the mirage of 



solving past challenges through the epistemic framing of social challenges as environmental, 
and environmental challenges as social. 
 
To begin proving my thesis, let us explore the political history of Rio de Janeiro to uncover the 
reasoning behind the social challenges we proceed to critique. On the 21st of April, 1960, Rio 
de Janeiro officially lost the status of being Brazil’s capital to Brasilia, particularly because the 
federal government wanted to focus on modern practices back in the day–the practices that 
would improve the reputation of the collective rather than simply for a city. Brasilia offered a 
greater potential for a well-planned, custom-built, and an isolated capital from external threats, 
which Rio struggled to offer in the The Federal Government’s perspective. Rio’s focus on a 
more colonially traditional environment led to a reduced focus on progress and innovation, 
acting as a potential catalyst in stagnated financial growth and greater political risks due to the 
city’s vulnerability towards high-level attacks, social collapses, and political scandals due to the 
overpopulated crowd residing in the city. Additionally, while Rio invested its interest in 
political resentment following this loss in status, the city demonstrated political disinterest 
through the violation of traditional forms of cultural expression in Brazil, primarily 
because other Brasilian cities venerated President Juscelino Kubitschek(the president who 
chose Brasilia as the new capital of Brazil) with streets and major monuments in his name. 
This expressed the political interest of Brasilian cities in the president so significantly it became 
a fundamental cultural belief imprinted in the national belief systems,  while Rio acted as 
an outlier by building precisely zero streets in the President’s name, outlining a focus on the 
political beliefs of the city rather than the collective nation. Today, analysts often view this as 
an act of silent argument rather than external defiance, portraying the analysis of the nature 
of the city in itself as one seeking silent political corruption over external conflicts, where this 
epistemic framing frames on the city’s political system to resent rather than progress on its 
disadvantages. 
 
To expand on my argument, I shall address the correlation between the idea of repeated 
‘questioning’ of governmental practices in Rio de Janeiro with the idea of Rio exploiting 
Brazil’s collective economic stability to politically justify its choice as calculated and necessary 
rather than a vengeful one. This is because the move was presented as a wise ‘epistemic’ 
decision by promising the potential of a focus on public infrastructure development and 
sorting out the city’s social and political corruption, even when the move was hiddenly 



designed to ironically support the same social and political corruption the city claimed to 
‘resolve’. Research however suggests that the city’s involvement in the Olympics was not based 
on a just, but rather a ‘bribe scheme’ involving a bribe of $2 million to buy the IOC’s nine 
votes and get the approval for hosting the 2016 Olympics. Claimed to be orchestrated by a 
former Rio Governor in 2009, this $2 million bribe led the IOC to violate its own values as a 
direct response to the value of money, choosing Rio over its choice of Doha for the 2016 
Olympics. This was because hosting the Olympics was earlier defined by the motto a 
high-stakes, “winner-takes-it-all” competition, where money, tactically constructed political 
promises(such as the first Games in South America), and public enthusiasm(as the city holds 
an extreme populous rate) was considered more valuable than structural and logistical 
incapabilities. This is proven as most of the built resources for the Rio Olympics were 
abandoned due to acute financial strain, vandalism(including stolen TVs and seats from certain 
venues), and arised disputes from rising debts to maintain the resources the city was required to 
use its financial resources for in order to build.  
 
To contradict my argument, albeit the immense financial and social failure post the Rio 
Olympics, IOC’s public stance was often regarded as one of a ‘calculated risk’ that was highly 
‘beneficial and worthy of taking’, despite the fact its very approach to selecting venues has 
fundamentally changed post this incident from a “winner-takes-it-all” to a “the Games adapt to 
the venue” in an attempt to show veneration and respect for the institution’s own strong 
values, creating a perception of a strong institution in the perspective of public eyes seeking 
these very values in institutions, despite the fact that the change rests on political & 
reputational failure rather than a genuine respect for values. Henceforth, the idea of change 
resting on forced moves in unjust political play in itself, rather than a tool to resolve the unjust 
nature of it, directly violates the principles of SDG 16(Peace, Justice, & Strong Institutions) 
by weaponising the idea of the fulfillment of peace and justice for political benefit without 
realising the long-term effect of potential decline in the very strength that binds an institution 
together. This focus on short-term over long-term strategy is what Rio in itself struggled 
with–it played short-term moves as long-term, but had to abandon infrastructure in a way that 
led to public health issues. For instance, the warm-up pool for swimmers utilized in the Rio 
Olympics was abandoned until it turned dark orange in color, raising public concerns 
regarding the potential for the rise in cases of communicable and vector-borne diseases, such as 
Zika and dengue due to the contamination of the chlorine water with debris, dead insects, and 



rainwater mixed together. I argue that this could be interpreted as a literal symbol for how a 
lack of attention towards the city’s long-term growth(the warm-up pool for swimmers) 
contributed to destabilizing both the city’s as well as Brazil’s collective economic potential(the 
dark color). 
 
Despite the lack of visible growth, in recent months, the city successfully repurposed some 
rotting infrastructure for local communities, albeit for effective regeneration the city had to 
utilize modular technology to transport the pools to other Brasilian cities to ensure effective use 
of built infrastructure, even if the realisation comes after significant internal corruption and 
public risks(which practically forced the government to act due to the over-populous crowd in 
Rio de Janeiro). This was done through the purposeful use of modular technology in 
engineering this infrastructure, where different constituents of the 
pool/infrasructure(modules) are made in a factory and made easy to assemble in a site, showing 
how the use of technological innovation for structural efficiency was forced after a prolonged 
period of a lack of public welfare, corrupt practices, and political plays that forced the public to 
believe the situation would get better, even when the next move was simply exacerbating 
existing issues. 
 
Therefore, to conclude my argument, the idea of ‘free fall’ suggests an approach that causes 
significant downfalls, where the safety net often fails due to a lack of consideration of 
long-term consequences rather than short-term political deals. In contrast, the idea of 
‘equillibrium’ suggests an approach that follows just, equitable, and non-discriminatory 
principles that support the idea of ‘strength’ in the development of a political institution, 
where equilibrium suggests that the ideal approach to maintain stability should rest on such 
values respecting SDG 16. By simultaneously juxtaposing the ideas of ‘free fall’ with 
‘equillibrium’, my argument was summarized in a way that the standard followed by Rio de 
Janeiro frequently contradicted the ideal, fair approach that should be followed by institutions, 
suggesting the fact that the differing approach resulted in a lack of political, financial, or social 
stability. Additionally, as a lack of stability often results in a discordant relationship between 
parties with different belief systems, using different cultural expressions of 
argumentation to convey stances, beliefs, and predict future political moves. The fact that 
Rio violated the traditional belief systems of venerating the president post the loss of its title 
as Brazil’s capital proves the fact that its approach towards silent argument was a tactical move 



to eventually lead to political play for their benefit, even if it meant playing unjust approaches 
that could threaten the city’s long-term growth. Henceforth, this reminds us that cultural 
expression often possesses a bivariatic relationship with personal expression, depicting how 
both can simultaneously be intertwined and also oppose each other to an extent the ideological 
differences can escalate into political corruption. Rio de Janeiro served as a gold standard to 
prove that political decisions made on personal beliefs and expressions rather than 
collective ones often collapse against its own weight when not thoroughly evaluated against 
these external factors, proving how politics isn’t a game, but rather a chain where playing it 
often results in being played by it. 


	The Free Fall of Equilibrium: Examining The Social Justice of Rio de Janeiro’s Urban Development in Developing Strong Institutions 

