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Abstract  
 

The paper presents results of a survey on the perceptions of Rio de Janeiro population regarding 
Human Rights. The survey covered multiple dimensions of human rights present in the Brazilian 
Federal Constitution of 1988, namely, content of Human Rights in everyday situations, perception 
about institutions and if they protect or violate such rights. Some of the findings show that population 
are more favourable to quota in the university for disable people than to black one and have strong 
opinion against the use of ladies bathroom by cross-dresser. In addition, a quarter of the respondents 
identified the police as one of the main institutions that most violate human rights and the Church as 
the one that seems more reliable about respect and protection of human rights. On public security 
respondents revealed disagreement with State actions, considering that some of them violates human 
dignity. Respondents also stated that public investment should give priority to two major social rights - 
public health and education. When respondents were asked to rate selected institutions, considering 
protection of Human Rights, the polices, both Police Department and State Police, were the 
institutions to be given more score under five while Prosecutor’s Office, Office of Public Defenders 
and Judicial Power were the ones to receive more score above such score. 
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1. Introduction 

 
It is common for scholars and specialists in the social sciences have intuitions about what 

people think about human rights. Sometimes they use these insights as part of their analysis. However, 
it is important to do empirical research revealing with statistical rigor which is the exact perception of 
certain population has about human rights in order that our analyses and assays are more precise. This 
is the meaning of the research presented. The beliefs that people have about human rights form the 
deepest moral convictions of a population and indicate the values that sustain a greater or lesser extent, 
their social relations. 
 
 The target population was people living in Rio de Janeiro City that was 16 years old and over 
at the moment of the interview. The methodology was proportional quota sampling of sex, race and 
educational level. The quotas were distributed according to seven sampling areas composed of 
contiguous administrative areas that cover the entire city. The final sampling size is 388 people to give 
a confidence of 95% for a 5% maximum error. Respondents were selected in public places such as bus 
terminals, main streets and public places, according to the profile needed to complete the quotas. The 
questionnaire was designed by the researchers of the research group Direitos Humanos, Poder 



 	   	   	  
	  
Judiciário e Sociedade and pre-tested among people with the same profile of the target population. The 
questionnaire includes close-ended questions and answer options such as yes-no, Likert and rating 
scales. 
 
 
2. Results 
 
 Rio de Janeiro is a city with more than six million people and despite their social and cultural 
diversity survey results revealed that in general the population has progressive beliefs about human 
rights. The vast majority is in favour of social integration policies, whether integration, racial, or 
socio-economic integration. In this sense, affirmative action policies were understood as human rights 
to be guaranteed by the state. On the other hand, there are situations where most of the population of 
Rio de Janeiro seems do not to want to protect under the cloak of human rights: the case of the kiss in 
public by people of the same sex and homeless people stay in the streets and roads public. Let's see 
some results below. 
 
 
Question 1: Do you think that the following situations must be guaranteed as Human Rights? 
 
 

This question has two main themes: the quotas in 
public universities and the rights that should be 
granted to same-sex couples. In the first issue, 
one realizes that the carioca population does not 
understand the quota for black people as a right 
that must be guaranteed by the State (46%), as 
well as the quota for the kids of a police officer or 
fireman who was killed in service (43%). On the 
other hand, the reservation of places for disabled 
people or public school students has a more 
favourable perception among the population, with 
respectively 77% and 65% approval. The second 

main theme shows that the Carioca population still has many restrictions on the rights that should be 
guaranteed for same-sex couples. Only 30% of 
respondent felt that such couples should have the right 
to kiss in public spaces, the second lowest rate. These 
numbers are slightly better for the common-law 
marriage and adoption of children, 54% and 53%, 
respectively. The carioca population also does not agree 
that the use of the ladies bathroom by a cross-dresser 
should be guaranteed as a human right, since only 22% 
of respondents agreed with such a situation. 
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Question 2: Do you think that is a violation of human rights? 
 

 
Public security and the fight against violence are 
constant concerns of the carioca population. In this 
context, the State, primarily through its police force, 
establishes some actions that often are accused of 
violating human rights guaranteed in the 
Constitution. When asked about it, respondents 
revealed disagreement with these actions, 
considering that they violate human dignity. This 
applies to the execution of handcuffed prisoners 
(89%), the aggression against suspect, with the 
intention to make him confess a crime (85%), and 

the repression of social movements (78%). Similarly, 68% of respondents said that the act of shooting a 
fleeing suspect is a violation of human rights. Respondents also answered questions about what they thought 
about the lynching of pickpockets and the 
compulsory accommodation of homeless people. 
Here there was a clear difference in the 
perception of the carioca population. The 
lynching of pickpockets is a violation of human 
rights for 74% of respondents. On the other hand, 
only 34% consider the compulsory 
accommodation of homeless people in the same 
way. 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 3: In your opinion, what are the three institutions that more violate human rights? 
 

When we talk about human rights, we must talk about 
what role the most important institutions play in 
relation to these rights, regardless of whether these 
institutions are public or private. The question intended 
to find out if the population finds that a particular 
institution violates human rights within its core 
activities. 
 
Many consider violence is a major problem in the city 
of Rio de Janeiro. Therefore, we expect a public 
security policy that can repress crime and protect the 
population. However, a quarter of the respondents 
accurately identified the police as one of the main 

institutions that most violate human rights. This is regardless of the police being effective in its task of 
fighting crime, the population realizes that it is not efficient in a way to make that respects human rights. 
Give Similarly, a significant portion believes that the prison system violates the human rights of prisoners. 
It's hard to believe the offender rehabilitation in prisons that violate human rights. It is expected that 
offenders leaving more brutalized this type of prison. To complete the segment of the institutions that most 
violates human rights, according to the perception of the population, we have the Government. This can be 
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explained in part because a significant portion of the city's population has bad experiences about public 
services in agencies and government offices. Be the disrespect of some public servants or by aggressive state 
policies that actually violate fundamental rights, the government is seen by the population as one of the most 
violate fundamental rights. 
 
 On the other hand, impresses as only a very small part of the population believes that family and 
school are institutions that violate human rights. Respondents reveal a belief that these institutions - family 
and school - remain to be reliable, despite the problems they may have. 
 
 
 
Question 4: In your opinion, what are the three institutions that more protect human rights? 
 
 

The question intended to find out if the 
population finds that a particular institution 
really protects human rights within its core 
activities.  
 
It is noteworthy that the institution that seems 
more reliable about respect and protection of 
human rights is the Church. This reveals that 
religious associations remain high credibility 
not only by the exercise of religious freedom, 
but as institutions that protect human rights. 
On the other hand, companies and press do 

not inspire confidence in the population when it comes to human rights protection. This distrust can be 
explained, at least in part, by a systematic disregard of most companies the rights of workers and 
because the press is generally concerned with publishing news at any cost, even if it violates human 
rights of sectors of the population. 
 
 It is worth mentioning also the contrast between Government and Judiciary. Although both are 
State, the population shows disbelief in the government's capacity (Executive Power) to protect human 
rights. But it is confident about the possibility that the judiciary ensure their fundamental rights. This 
reveals a low credibility of the political class and, at the same time, respect for the Judiciary albeit the 
notorious slowness of the judiciary in adjudicating cases. 
 
 
 
Question 5: What is your opinion on the following statements? 
 

This question was presented as a Likert scale 
and respondents were asked to specify their 
level of agreement or disagreement on a series 
of statements. The reduction of age to be held 
criminally responsible from 18 to 16 years old 
has shown the highest level of agreement 
(78% of respondents). The vote of prisoner as 
a condition for improving the prison system, 
were the only other statement with some 
extent of agreement expressed by more than 
50% of respondents. Despite being lower, 
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respondents also expressed high level of agreement with statement such as “good criminal is a dead 
one” (36%) and to the practice of the police entering at homes in favelas (30%) and even at their own 
home (25%) without a warrant,  in a situation of conflict between drug trafficking and the police. On 
the same way around 28% of respondents agreed that militia is less harmful than drug trafficking. 
Asked if the vote should be compulsory, almost 40% of respondents shown some level of agreement. 
 
Question 6: Areas of Human Rights where there should be public money investment 
 
This question asked the respondent to choose 03 areas of human rights which the Government should invest 
public money. The results clearly 
demonstrate that the carioca population 
understands that public policies should 
give priority to the two major social 
rights - public health and education, 
since both were among the three chosen 
more often than the other areas (28% 
and 27%, respectively, more than half, 
therefore). Public security, in turn, 
appears among the 03 areas chosen in a 
slightly lower level, 15%. Children and 
the elderly appear with 17% and 9%, 


