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An Accessible Carnival
Festivity, Inclusion, and Disability in Rio de Janeiro
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Carnival has many animating myths—it is ideally a subversive, democratic
experience of freedom—but perhaps none is as aggressively defended in Rio
de Janeiro as the belief that carnival is a space of free participation for a wide
variety of diverse communities. Carnival blocos—mobile, participatory music
ensembles—are especially valorized in this respect. Their performances are
financially free, as they occur in public space at no charge, and often theo-
retically anyone is invited to participate in the ensembles. But saxophonist
André Ramos, who helps organize the efforts of Orquestra Voadora’s bloco
to include people with disabilities (pessoas com deficiéncias), questions this
myth: “Ireject this idea that this carnival that we here in Rio call ‘free’ [livre],
the street carnival, is really free. ... Imagine that everyone you know is going
to street carnival and having fun, and you can’t be there because that space
has excluded you in some way.”" As he writes in the declaration of the broader
accessibility project with which Voadora partners, “carnival’s essence is its
democratic nature, but for the ideal to be truly achieved, it must be equally
accessible to all and include people with disabilities” (Ramos, Dornelles, and
Jardim 2020).

Indeed, from the perspective of people with disabilities, “street carnival”
(carnaval de rua), an enormous community of blocos not associated with
the city’s famous and elaborate samba schools,” has many barriers to access.
Voadora’s gigantic bloco, which plays on the Tuesday of carnival, involved
approximately 350 performers playing brass and percussion and practicing
circus arts under Rio’s baking sun for an audience of over 200,000 in 2024,
numbers that have grown every year since its founding in 2008 (outside of the
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pandemic). This multitude is jammed with revelers aiming to get as close as
possible to the rope (corda) that separates them from the musicians to better
hear the music and witness the spectacle that includes stilt walkers, puppets,
flags, standards, and a variety of imaginative costumes (fantasias). Ramos
explains that, in such a setting, a person with a disability might have to putin
Herculean effort to be part of the event. He muses that on seeing a person in
a wheelchair at a crowded bloco, one might react with “a first line of thought
that is ‘how cool that guy is here,” and, yes, it is very cool individually. But
there is nothing cool about something that requires a major overcoming of
barriers [supera¢do] to be there—that really is something that the collective
has to change. We have to find a way to welcome these people.”

Since 2018, Orquestra Voadora has developed an “accessibility group” (ni-
cleo de acessibilidade) made up of band members, participants with disabilities,
and accessibility professionals devoted to creating what the group calls an
“accessible carnival.” This internal group, in which Ramos was a principal par-
ticipant, has worked separately and in partnership with Acessibilifolia. This
latter project, which ended in 2023, was organized by Projeto Um Novo Olhar
(New View Project), fought for accessible participation in the arts for people
with disabilities, and was supported by Brazil’s National Arts Foundation
(FUNARTE) and the School of Music at the Universidade Federal do Rio de
Janeiro, where Ramos completed a master’s degree in music. Acessibilifoliais a
neologism that unites the Portuguese words for accessibility and revelry, aces-
sibilidade and folia; the project has sought to promote accessibility in various
forms of celebration throughout Brazil.*

In alliance with Acessibilifolia, Voadora’s accessibility group has sought to
make logistical and social changes in the broader world of Voadora to make
participation at alllevels more accessible to people with disabilities, including
playing an instrument, sound engineering, participating in event organiza-
tion, and simply celebrating as a foliona/folido (audience member or reveler).
Voadora’s project highlights the right of people with disabilities to cultural
engagement, in particular to a form of street festivity that is volatile and rela-
tively uncontrolled, distinct from spaces of high culture where some progress
at accessibility has been made, such as concert halls and museums. Camila
Alves, one of the participants with disabilities in Voadora, draws attention to
the importance of making festive events accessible and going beyond acces-
sibility in terms of navigating the practicalities of everyday life: “This is an
importantinitiative for us to push for the idea that people with disabilities can
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be in all spaces. We need more than medical actions . . . but places of culture,
happiness, and festivity” (Projeto UNO, episode 7).* In an effort to “provoke
people to think about the accessibility or lack thereof of cultural and educa-
tional spaces as well as the city as a whole,” Ramos produced a series of short
documentaries of testimonies of people with disabilities who participated
in Voadora called Inclusion and Revelry (Inclusdo e Folia), which was also the
firstaction of the larger Acessibilifolia project (Ramos, Dornelles, and Jardim
2020).°

Based on the testimonies of participants in these videos and interviews
with Ramos from 2021 to 2024, this chapter examines Voadora’s strategies to
make carnival more accessible, as developed from 2018 to 2024. It expands and
updates an article (Snyder 2022b) published when the project’s initial efforts
had been cut short by the pandemic and, like all social life, shifted online; this
chapter considers the bloco’s postpandemic projects as well. Looking back on
sixyears of antiableist engagement, the chapter offers an opportunity to reflect
on the challenges of realizing such ambitious dreams, a dynamic inherent to
festival activism itself.

For Voadora’s accessibility group, creating an accessible carnival requires
structural change and a collective confrontation with ableism (capacitismo),
what disability rights activist TL Lewis defines in the first part of a work-
ing definition as “a system of assigning value to people’s bodies and minds
based on societally constructed ideas of normalcy, productivity, desirability,
intelligence, and fitness” (2022). In a text explaining the project, Voadora ar-
gues that, rather than festivities making the world more free for people with
disabilities, “the ableism and inaccessibility that characterize life in cities
are reproduced and often accentuated in festivities” (Ramos, Dornelles, and
Jardim 2020). Only conscious structural transformation can combat ableism
in festive practices. As disability studies scholars broadly argue, disability,
like other social categories such as race and gender, is a category created by an
ableist society that normalizes exclusive practices and discrimination based
on individual capacities.” For Ramos, deconstructing these norms requires
constant attention to how groups like Voadora naturalize culturally con-
structed oppressive practices. For him, this work is a condition for creating a
distinctly anti-ableist carnival culture.

Iargue that, beyond promoting the rights to culture of people with disabili-
ties in an ableist world, Orquestra Voadora rejects a separatist model of dis-
ability arts and music,® one Alves describes as encompassing “events tailored
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to people with disabilities who knows where, with a ton of people with disabil-
ities” (Projeto UNO, episode 1). Its project can, for example, be distinguished
from Bloco Senta que Eu Empurro (Sit While I Push Bloco), founded in 2008
in Rio specifically for people with disabilities. While Voadora recognizes this
group and others like it as engaging in an important form of festive disability
activism, the group embraces an inclusive model within groups not defined
as primarily destined for people with disabilities. This model, however, does
not aim to be inclusive at the margins but rather demands structural changes
for all—even if this goal remains to be fully realized, as Voadora has over time
reconciled itself to the need for separate, safe spaces within the bloco. Indeed,
Ramos characterizes the participation of people with disabilities in Voadora
as a “meeting” (encontro) of people with diverse experiences and needs. He
stresses that this is not a “perfect meeting—it’s one that has many questions
remaining to be resolved—but it is a powerful encounter with a great deal of
potential” (Projeto UNO, episode 1).

This imperfection or incompleteness might be understood through the dis-
tinction between accommodation, which generally refers to an individualized
change granted to a person with a disability contingent upon a burden of proof
of the disability, and access, which provides structural changes makinga space
accessible without a person with a disability needing to request accommoda-
tion. Much of Voadora’s initial work has been based on finding solutions to
include particular people based on their individual needs in ways that might
be considered closer to accommodation, but these steps point toward a larger
goal of accessibility represented in the project name, Acessibilifolia. An ulti-
mate goal for the bloco could be understood as akin to the concept of universal
design, a term coined by Ronald Mace and principally applied to architecture,
to describe “barrier-free” environments freely usable by anyone (Mace, Story,
and Mueller 1998), yet this notion remains a platonic ideal not yet in reach.
Ultimately, Voadora rejects a zero-sum framework whereby the gains of rights
by people with disabilities are seen as limiting those of nondisabled people.
The group suggests instead that efforts to promote access will create a more
inclusive, empowering, and caring culture for all participants to thrive.

More broadly, I develop an argument I have made elsewhere (2022a) that
suggests that classic carnival theories celebrating festivity’s resistant poten-
tial, such as Bakhtin’s ([1941] 1084), are more useful when we understand how
such beliefs in carnival’s liberatory potential animate and inspire the ethical
practices of a community rather than simply applying these theories as inter-
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pretative models to diverse carnival practices.” In other words, it is in engaging
in this critical work of remaking carnival to be inclusive for disabled people
that Ramos and the Voadora community believe they are bringing carnival
closer to its ideals of freedom, subversion, and democracy. Embracing the
belief that festive experiences can resonate beyond the ephemeral, they hope
that participants’ experiences in these events will make broader changes in
the social culture of Voadora, participants’ personal lives, and festive events
in Brazil more broadly.

Though the data for this research was collected between 2021 and 2024,
the chapter is also based on my ethnomusicological research since 2013 on
Orquestra Voadora and Rio’s larger street carnival community of which the
group is a part (Snyder 2022a), including teaching in Voadora’s music classes
(oficinas) to prepare musicians to participate in the annual carnival bloco. This
research was particularly intense during my doctoral fieldwork from 2014 to
2016, when I did not witness disability as a foremost concern to participants.
An early draft of this chapter was distributed by Ramos to those who par-
ticipated in the documentary, and they were encouraged to give feedback,
which was incorporated into the final version in a process of “dialogic editing”
(Feld 1987). Though I do not (currently) identify as disabled, my thinking on
anti-ableism has been strongly influenced by the anti-ableist organizing work
of my wife and our relationship with her brother, who has Down syndrome.

Orquestra Voadora: Band, Bloco, Class, Movement

Orquestra Voadora was founded in 2008 and first participated in street carni-
valin 2009. The band continued to participate annually until the pandemic’s
unprecedented cancelation of carnival in 2021 and 2022, coming back in full
force in 2023. Influenced both by revivalist brass blocos of street carnival that
played traditional Brazilian carnival genres and by eclectic styles of brass
and popular music from New Orleans to the Balkans, Voadora’s repertoire
is a unique Brazilian twist on world music (Snyder 2022a). Orquestra Voa-
dora (Flying Orchestra) refers both to a presentational performance band of
approximately ten members who play gigs professionally and to a participa-
tory bloco theoretically open to anyone with an instrument, availability, and
interest in learning the bloco’s repertoire to perform on carnival Tuesday in
a massive spectacle. The bloco rehearses every Sunday afternoon for about
five months before carnival, and, in 2013, the band also opened an oficina, a
band-led class of around three hundred participants devoted to instrumental
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instruction and open to beginners that runs throughout the year on a weekly
basis (Snyder 2019b).

The bloco, and later its oficina, led to an exponential expansion of new musi-
cians and bands playing a wide variety of repertoires in Rio’s public spaces. This
community grew into an increasingly definable movement known as neofanfar-
rismo, of which Orquestra Voadora is one of the most popular, professional,
and influential representatives. As brass bands from other countries, especially
France and the United States, began to visit the city in the 2000s, the movement
increasingly connected with a transnational network of alternative brass bands
that had consolidated around the HONK! Festivals of Activist Brass Bands,
which had emerged in the Boston area in 2006 and spread around the world
(Snyder, Allen, and Garofalo 2020). In 2015, Rio’s brass band movement held
the first annual HONK! Rio Festival of Activist Brass Bands, which gave the
movement a definitively activist identity, and the HONK! festival network has
since spread around Brazil with six HONK! festivals in the country as of this
writing. The neofanfarrismo movement has defined its avowedly leftist activism
in diverse ways, including participating in protests, playing for free in public
spaces, and adopting inclusive strategies that promote the musicianship of those
with no experience in music, especially from marginalized communities.

In line with the HONK! ethos, the band has from its inception offered a
critique of the concept of musical ability. Unlike the earlier brass ensembles
that revived traditional repertoires of Rio’s street carnival, not all of Voadora’s
band musicians were professionally trained. The bloco they manage includes a
wide range of interested musicians, from professionals to amateurs to begin-
ners. By rejecting the notion that a certain kind of musical ability is required to
participate in Rio’s iconic festivity, the band and movement opened the door
to many people engaging in musical projects for the first time.

However, this revision of musical ability did not necessarily offer access to
marginalized communities, as Voadora and the neofanfarrismo movement are
manifestations of one of the more privileged communities in Rio de Janeiro—
what many during my fieldwork referred to as the “alternative middle class.”
Many neofanfarristas are university educated, the movement is much whiter
than other popular scenes such as samba schools, and it has been largely male
led. As the movement has taken on an increasingly activist identity, however,
it has diversified impressively in the past decade—all-women groups were
born out of Voadora’s oficina as the ranks of female musicians exploded, and
brass band projects from favelas and peripheral areas of the city were founded
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(Snyder 2022a). One could see Voadora’s concern with including people with
disabilities as a logical extension of the band’s interest in creating an ever-
more diverse and democratic bloco and living up to a conception of a truly
free carnival. Until 2018, however, disability rights were largely not on the
community’s radar, a problem Ramos associates with a broader neglect of the
issue in the left’s more fixated focus on class, race, and gender.

Voadora’s Accessibility Group

In the introduction to the documentary series Inclusion and Revelry, Ramos ex-
plains that the bloco had always attracted a wide range of people and saw itself
as facilitating “carnival’s power of encounter” between diverse communities. It
had also alwaysincluded the participation of people with disabilities in the bloco
and oficina in small numbers; they were welcomed in a “natural and spontaneous
way” but without a conscious, collective approach. In 2018, the group resolved
to take “structured action” (Projeto UNO, episode 1). Founding an accessibility
group, the members began to conduct interviews with participants with disabili-
ties to better understand what kinds of barriers to access they faced. The group
started to think about logistical questions for the carnival bloco and pedagogical
questions for the oficina. They put out public calls specifically inviting people
with disabilities to take part and explaining their willingness to put in the work
to make carnival an accessible space for those who wanted to participate.

A principal preoccupation in this endeavor has been thinking about how
to increase the “representivity” (representividade) of people with disabilities in
Voadora’s social sphere—that is, how to break what Ramos calls the “vicious
cycle of exclusion” that occurs when lack of people with disabilities becomes a
self-fulfilling prophecy. How can one create a space in which people with dis-
abilities are not “excluded a priori? Since there is no one with disabilities in a
[given space], a person with disabilities might believe that any such events are
exclusive to begin with.”® To break the cycle, the accessibility group agreed,
this effort must be led by and in coordination with people with disabilities, in
alliance with the well-known disability rights movement slogan “Nothing about
us without us.” Nondisabled participants of the band could not effectively apply
their own frameworks for accessibility without people with disabilities.

In this work with people with disabilities, they aimed to move from the
realm of the abstract to concrete actions. For Ramos, this shift from abstract
to concrete had a personal dimension marked by the birth of his niece, who

»

has the rare chromosomal condition of sp-, or “cri du chat,” in 1999: “When



82 FESTIVAL ACTIVISM

she was born, I felt remorse—how could I not have thought about this before?
Why was it that I only started to think about this when it happened to a person
close to me? ... Unfortunately, we live in a situation of such great exclusion [of
people with disabilities] that when there is no one on your radar, it remains
abstract.” In the case of carnival blocos, as Ramos explains, “You can imagine
what a person with a disability might need in the abstract, but this changes
completely when this person is a concrete person whom you know and have
exchanged with. ... These days, it’s no longer something abstract, like, “What
do we do if there is a person with a disability at the bloco?’ No, that person
is Fernanda, it’s Antonio.”"! As the numbers of disabled people increase in
participation, the group hopes that presence will build on itself exponentially,
bringing concrete questions to be resolved and accommodated to make the
space more accessible.

This concretization has been especially important in the group’s thinking
about the actions necessary to welcome people with such a diverse range
of needs. Disability, as Ramos explains, is a word that “encompasses many
different realities” (Projeto UNO, episode 1)—visual, auditory, physical, lo-
comotive, cognitive—and “within each of these disabilities there is also an
individual with their specific capacities, needs, and desires.”’? Building an
accessible carnival culture requires both general structural changes, including
physically changing the spatial layout of carnival events and creating legible
materials through sign language, braille, audio captioning, and reading text
aloud, as well as responding to individual needs. In the group’s text explain-
ing the project, it is clear that the aspiration to make carnival more accessible
does not stop at accommodating a few people who might be interested in
taking part. Rather, it encompasses an entire structural transformation of the
group’s roles and activities in search of accessibility: “Making carnival acces-
sible means facilitating the participation of people with disabilities in all the
spaces that make up this environment. We must guarantee their representivity
not only in the audience of carnival but equally in the organization of blocos
and parades, in the production of music, dance and other forms of art, as well
as in the world of work created by carnival” (Ramos, Dornelles, and Jardim
2020). But how do these lofty goals manifest in practice?

Inclusion and Revelry

The documentary video series Inclusion and Revelry that Voadora released in
partnership with Um Nova Olhar offers the perspectives and testimonies of
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Figure 3.1. Screenshot of “Um Novo Olhar” with braille. Used with permission of
André Ramos.

some of the people with disabilities most involved in these efforts. The videos
themselves are meant to be accessible to people with auditory and visual dis-
abilities. Each video opens with visuals that are explained simultaneously by
avoice-over: “At the center of the white screen, the title in braille appears and
letters flash “Um Novo Olhar.” Confetti on the screen. At the top of the screen
emerges in red ‘Acessibilifolia.” The video often pauses so that the voice-
over can describe each person’s physical features and surroundings as well as
footage of interviewees participating in carnival and Voadora’s bloco. Audio
captioning in Portuguese appears at the bottom of the screen along with a sign
language interpreter, and all written text, such as the credits at the end, is also
read aloud. This section examines the testimonies and perspectives offered
in the videos regarding Voadora’s aim to create an accessible carnival bloco.

Inaccessible Carnival

The documentary testimonials describe the many ways carnival is an inac-
cessible space for people with disabilities. Connecting the physical attributes
of the street to practices of street carnival, interviewees argue that inacces-
sibility is not limited to blocos’ social and cultural practices but extends to the
physical architecture of the street and city more broadly. Foliona Fernanda
Shcolnik, who has low vision, describes Rio de Janeiro as a city where the
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“sidewalks are badly kept, and there are holes in the street and varying lev-
els [of pavement]” (Projeto UNO, episode 3). Foliona Camila Alves, who is
blind, argues that “street carnival brings with it the mark of inaccessibility. . . .
Street carnival is as inaccessible as the street is inaccessible” (Projeto UNO,
episode 3). Diverse forms of urban inaccessibility interact with the needs of
each person with a disability in different ways.

Saxophonist Heitor Luiz, a wheelchair user, notes thatin a city as unequal
as Rio, “accessibility is widely variable from neighborhood to neighborhood,
which has alot to do with socioeconomic conditions” (Projeto UNO, episode 6).
Indeed, accessibility equipment can be expensive; middle-class neighbor-
hoods with more accessibility infrastructure, including those that line the
Bay of Guanabara (such as Ipanema and Copacabana), are generally flat,
offering radically different challenges from the hilly, poorer, not up-to-code
favelas that jut up between middle-class neighborhoods. Orquestra Voadora,
like much of the street carnival, remains predominantly an expression of the
city’s middle class despite its many efforts to diversify, and the interviewees
with disabilities appear to be primarily middle-class and toward the whiter
end of Brazil’s racial spectrum. Without broader structural efforts to radically
remake the architecture of the city and the extreme inequalities woven into
it, cultural practices like those of the city’s blocos are limited in their impact.
They seek to better navigate inaccessible architecture over which they have
limited power, while broader political fights push for structural advances for
disability rights."

When based in an unexamined ableist worldview, the blocos’ cultural
practices, as Ramos argues, can accentuate an already inaccessible city. In-
terviewees speak especially of the problems of crowding at street carnival
events, which, unlike the samba school parades that have assigned seats,"*
involve an almost entirely uncontrolled competition to get closer to the mu-
sic. Joana Vargens recounts that when her daughter Maria, who uses a wheel-
chair, was smaller, they went to participate in Voadora in the early days of the
bloco, but “it got really mega big, really crowded, tons of people, and I basi-
cally quit. I told myself, no, it’s impossible; it’s a hassle. And there were two
years when we just didn’t even stay in Rio during carnival” (Projeto UNO,
episode s). Finding a place away from crowded areas left them far from the
sound and energy of the event, and taller people would block Maria’s view.
André Rola, photographer of carnival events and father of Barbara, who also
uses a wheelchair, relates that they had to “force” themselves to be present
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at carnival events, what Ramos describes as “overcoming barriers” in inac-
cessible events.

Crowding s, of course, a problem for everyone—I often felt almost crushed
in masses of bodies at street carnival events, unable to make my way through
a crowd to exit. One way blocos have sought to reduce crowding is by limit-
ing information about the whereabouts of events, relying on word of mouth
and secrecy instead of public advertisement. But Ramos argues that if “you
parade with a secret bloco and you don't tell anyone except your friends that
youwill roll at 4:30 in the morning at a distant location, you will create some-
thing limited to only a small sector with your group of people.”’® In other
words, this strategy of withholding information to create less crowded events
is also ableist and creates other barriers to accessibility. He notes that some
blocos even revel in inaccessibility, holding events in the middle of the night
and sometimes involving crowd antics, such as mass running, that involve
dangers for all.

Making Orquestra Voadora (More) Accessible

Voadora’s first public, major action to include people with disabilities, result-
ing from the formation of the accessibility group in 2018, was to create an
accessibility section (ala de acessibilidade) for the 2019 carnival bloco. Alas
refer to differentiated sections of carnival parade groups, which reach a high
degree of complexity in the samba schools in particular. In Voadora, there are
alas for each instrument as well as for stilt walkers, sound car managers, and
other participants. The aim was for this accessibility section to be primarily for
folides with disabilities who wanted to enjoy the experience in an uncrowded
space inside the rope that separates the bloco from the audience, with others
accompanying them as needed. Joana Vargens and her daughter Maria, who
had stopped participating in carnival as described above, heard about the ala
and participated in 2019. Joana relates with delight, “It was the greatest carni-
val.... We were inside the bloco, next to the sound, and we managed to dance,
participate, and move around. To be with all the people in tranquility. ... Maria
lovedit.... She was glued to the music and the vibrations, enchanted with the
stilt walkers” (Projeto UNO, episode 5).

Foliona Camila Alves, who is blind, likewise reflects emotionally about
her experience participating in the accessibility section: “To be in the middle
of the band, amid the stilt walkers, to be among other people with disabili-
ties too, which I hadn’t experienced in carnival until then, this was all very
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powerful—this sensation of belonging in carnival” (Projeto UNO, episode
2). She was accompanied to that carnival by three friends who had pledged
to help her experience the blocos, but, because of Voadora’s accessibility sec-
tion, her experience there was distinct from her experience in spaces where
her friends had to help and protect her amid the carnival chaos: “To be with
them inside the rope, have fun with them, and not be in this alternation of
who is going to have fun and who is going to take care of me, this was also
very powerful” (Projeto UNO, episode 2). The bloco also included sign lan-
guage and audio descriptions during the parade.

The accessibility section received similar praise from other interview-
ees, but, after the first year, the accessibility group raised questions about
having a distinct section for people with disabilities. They worried that
this practice reinforced separation, even segregation, between participants
with disabilities and the nondisabled. But the question of mixing folides
into band spaces brought other logistical concerns. Ramos notes that, ifhe,
as a saxophonist, were to enter the space of the percussion, it would cause
disturbances: “the ‘free space’ of the band isn’t really free. . .. Circulation
is already quite limited.”'® Beyond this issue, the diversity of needs of
the folides with disabilities shifted the practice of maintaining a separate
accessibility section somewhat the following year, when folides with dis-
abilities were dispersed according to their needs and interests, requiring
the group to find “solutions that are completely individual and can’t be
generalized.”"’

Ultimately, the accessibility section has been consolidated as an intrin-
sic element of the bloco, while the group remains committed to involving
people with disabilities in other elements of the bloco should they desire to
participate, as Ramos explains: “What if you want to simply go to the bloco,
without doing anything, without playing, without walking on stilts, not doing
anything? This space, for people with disabilities, is very difficult to attain,
and the accessibility section is necessary for this reason. ... One thing isn’t a
detriment to the other. You don’t need to abolish this space in order to incen-
tivize people to participate in other ways.”'® In 2024, the ala was organized
by Camila Alves and paraded to its own theme of “Assexybilidade,” putting
the English word sexy into the Portuguese word for accessibility. She aimed
to make the bloco more assexivel, playing on the almost exact sounding of
the world accessible (acessivel). The theme was an homage to the film Assexy-
bilidade by Daniel Gongalves, which argues for the right of people with dis-
abilities to sexual pleasure.
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Figure 3.2. Assexybilidade parade. Photo by André Rola.

In line with the goal of integrating people with disabilities in other bloco
spaces, Voadora has sought to provide music education at the oficina to people
with disabilities to prepare them to participate musically in the bloco. These ef-
fortshaverequired oficina teachers to combat the ableist naturalization of music
pedagogy concerning how the body should interact with an instrument to pro-
duce music. Heitor Luiz, who is interviewed in the film and uses a wheelchair,
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Figure 3.3. Screenshot of documentary featuring Fernanda Shcolnik walking with
small group of Voadora musicians. Used with permission of André Ramos.

chose the saxophone to play in the bloco and became Ramos’s student. Ramos
describes his work with Luiz as a “change of the prism” through which Ramos
sees the world, as he shifted his standard pedagogy. “Instrumental pedagogy,”
he argues, “presupposes a normalization of the body. You have to be open to
new and different ways to hold the instrument, how to breathe. You have to
be open to another conception of the instrument, sound, and space.”"® This
insight reflects a desire to not only accommodate his pedagogy to Luiz but
also create a more accessible pedagogy for all.

Participants with disabilities offered other practical advice to Voadora’s
planning group to make the space more accessible. Luiz, for example, gave the
simple idea of having access-support people ready to accompany wheelchair
users from the metro to bloco practice areas and the parade starting point.
Foliao Antonio Bordallo, who uses a wheelchair and participates in Voadora,
argues that blocos need to not only develop accessibility sections but also use
the internet to publicize them so that people with disabilities can become
aware of them and sign up to participate.

Beyond general and individualized responses that facilitate the participation
of people with disabilities, interviewees argue that it is necessary to develop a
“culture of accessibility” among participants that is fundamentally receptive
to diverse needs that can never be fully anticipated. Foliona Fernanda Shcol-
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nik, who has low vision, refers to the need for Voadora to develop “attitudinal
accessibility” (acessibilidade atitudinal), which “confronts the question of the
people’s attitudes. For example, crossing the street is a situation when it is great
when people help, or at least offer help. You can ask, ‘Do you want help?” “What
do you want me to do?” Often people don't feel they know how to help or even
how to ask—"How would I know how to help a blind person? I don’t know what
to do.” Well, you can speak to them normally. They might not see, but they will
talk to you” (Projeto UNO, episode 4). Attitudinal accessibility aims to shift
responsibility for accommodation from the individual with the disability to the
collective culture’s concern with reducing barriers to access.”®

“Everybody Wins with Accessibility”

As described above, the strategic effort to include people with disabilities fol-
lows several other efforts to diversify the bloco of Orquestra Voadora, which
began as a primarily middle-class, whiter, and predominantly male group but
has become much more diverse along lines of class, race, and gender. Inter-
viewees connect the accessibility group’s work to a larger preoccupation with
intersectional inclusion of all marginalized communities in the contemporary
left. This effort connects to the second part of TL Lewis’s working definition
cited above, which argues that ableism promotes “constructed ideas [that]
are deeply rooted in eugenics, anti-Blackness, misogyny, colonialism, impe-
rialism, and capitalism. This systemic oppression leads to people and society
determining people’s value based on their language, appearance, religion and/
or their ability to satisfactorily re/produce, ‘excel’ and ‘behave.” You do not
have to be disabled to experience ableism” (2022). Similarly, interviewees
suggest that the creation of an accessible bloco improves not just the lives of
people with disabilities; as Fernanda Shcolnik argues, “everybody wins with
accessibility.”

Camila Alves notes a “synchronicity” in Voadora’s 2019 carnival parade,
which was the first after the formation of the disability group and the year
the bloco made a public homage to councilwoman Marielle Franco. Franco
was a Black, lesbian member of the Socialism and Freedom Party (PSoL) who
had been assassinated the year before, possibly by those allied with extreme-
right president Jair Bolsonaro, in power between 2018 and 2022. Her image
appeared all around Rio as the left mourned her loss, and she became the face
of persistent resistance to Bolsonaro’s dismissal of the rights of marginalized
communities. In 2019, Voadora placed a massive banner of her face on its
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Figure 3.4. Orquestra Voadora parade. Photo by Marcelo Credie.

sound car; bloco participants were encouraged to visually commemorate her;
and Franco’s partner, Ménica Benicio, spoke to the crowd in remembrance of
Franco and her work, ending her speech with the fullhearted claim that “car-
nival is resistance” (Projeto UNO, episode 6). Though Voadora had already
been concerned with diversification and activism, the 2019 carnival was a
heightened space for these concerns—as Alves explains, “we were already
talking a lot about the rights of minorities and resistance” (Projeto UNO,
episode 6). Heitor Luiz notes that with “all the discourses against feminism,
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against Black people, against the LGBT+ movement, the responses impact the
movements of people with disabilities as well” (Projeto UNO, episode 6).>!
Beyond this intersectional convergence of movements fighting for the in-
clusion of diverse marginalized communities within the world of Orquestra
Voadora, Fernanda Shcolnik argues that accessibility has positive, practical
impacts for everyone involved. For example, a sidewalk that is broken, as many
are in Rio, might be an insurmountable barrier for a person with a disability,
butitis also a danger and burden for anyone trying to use it. Antonio Bordallo
notes that if blocos constructed corridors through crowds of folies for people
with disabilities to securely reach the bloco, these corridors could also be used
by anyone in case of “emergency or someone having a difficult time with heat
oralcohol” (Projeto UNO, episode 4). Many blocos leave a littered landscape
in their wake, and, while throwing trash on the ground is especially disrup-
tive for the mobility of people with disabilities, it is a problem for everyone.
For Shcolnik, “when you have an accessible space, it is a democratic space for
everyone because accessibility doesn’t harm people who don’t have disabili-
ties. It often helps them too because accessibility is not only for people with
disabilities, but for a mother with a stroller or an older person with a cane. ...

This is good for everybody” (Projeto UNO, episode 6).
Recent Projects and Challenges

Orquestra Voadora’s work to include people with disabilities initially focused
on creative solutions to promote the integration of diverse peoples in physical
space. But of course, as with any effort to physically draw people together in
space, Voadora’s accessibility efforts, along with almost all its other activities,
were drastically disrupted by the pandemic, which descended in 2020 right
after Voadora’s second carnival parade since the formation of the accessibility
group. Initially, Ramos explains, the group had aimed to “use the period of
isolation to further plan accessibility strategies . . . [as] all the debates about
carnival after the pandemic. .. mustinclude people with disabilities in the dis-
cussion” (Projeto UNO, episode 1). Though the pandemic was not “a moment
as full of potential that we thought it could be,” as everyone experienced cri-
sis, death, and deprivation from the sociality of musical community—which
could make thinking about carnival feel less relevant—some work toward the
goal of creating an accessible carnival was accomplished during this period.
As with so many elements of life, the accessibility group’s efforts shifted
online. While many blocos and bands simply ceased operating, others pro-
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duced live virtual performances. Though several started to use sign language
interpreters, Ramos noticed how few videos used any accessibility materials and
publicly pushed other blocos to add them, and he continued to work with Um
Novo Olhar to make Voadora’s carnival materials more accessible. During the
2021 carnival—which was mostly conducted online, as in-person activities were
banned—many of these accessibility tools were adopted for the online offerings
(Snyder 2021). The pandemic, of course, limited physical contact with local com-
munities but provided an unprecedented opportunity for new conversations,
networking, and reflections between diverse communities (Snyder, Allen, and
Garofalo 2022). Voadora aimed to spread the idea of making cultural activities
beyond Rio’s carnival community accessible through the various global com-
munities of which it is a part. This has included connecting with festive groups
engaging with accessibility from around Brazil and networking within the Bra-
zilian HONK! Festival circuit, which links bands like Voadora all over the world
in alliance with diverse conceptions of musical activism. As Ramos relates, “it
was really during that time that we went to establish these contacts and these
bridges and act on other fronts.”>* By early 2022, the networking of the acces-
sibility group had led to a new manifestation of festival activism.

Festival Acessibilifolia, which took place in Rio de Janeiro over four weeks in
April 2022, brought together several carnival groups focused on carnival and dis-
ability for workshops, debates, and performances. The work of Orquestra Voadora
had inspired Um Novo Olhar to amplify its Acessibilifolia project on accessibility
and carnival, as well as other festive manifestations in Brazil, aiming to create
bridges between diverse carnival groups focused on creating an accessible carnival
as well as with schools and institutions serving disabled people. Though carnival
was canceled for the second year in a row, the city allowed a postponed version
in April, taking advantage of a lull in the pandemic after the first omicron wave.
Festival Acessibilifolia coincided with the first major carnival mobilization since
the pandemic, known as “Carnabril” (for “Carnival in April”).

Along with Voadora, the festival included participation from Embaixa-
dores de Alegria, the first samba school for people with disabilities; Senta
Que Eu Empurro and Bloco Eficiente, blocos for people with disabilities;
and Loucura Suburbana, Bloco Zona Mental, and Bloco T4 Pirando, Pirado,
Pirou!, blocos focused on mental health. Taking place twice a week during
the month, the festival’s events included conversations about mental health
and accessible revelry; workshops on carnival costume design, creation of
musical instruments from recycled materials, and percussion; and musical
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performances by Embaixadores da Alegria, Sento Que Eu Empurro, and Voa-
dora. Bringing together up to two hundred people, by Ramos’s estimation, the
festival was offered for free, with funds from FUNARTE providing food and
transport to and from the historic theater where events took place. Ramos
described the theater as physically accessible, and the festival also used visual
captions and sign language.

Similar to the logic of Voadora’s inclusive approach, the festival allowed reg-
istration by people with and without disabilities, prioritizing the former. Ramos
explained, “I think the participation of people with and without disabilities
is very necessary and welcome because we want all blocos to be accessible. It
wouldn’t be very productive to create a festival just for people with disabilities. It
would reinforce the idea that there is need for a special, reserved space and nota
space for everyone. Ouridea is to promote spaces where these people can be, but
not a space just for them, a space in which they can be together with other people
experiencing carnival, not having another carnival.”>* However, people with-
out disabilities outnumbered those with disabilities at the festival, an outcome
Ramos views as revealing the necessity of further planning in order to create a
better balance regarding how to make such an event accessible, attractive, and
welcoming to people with disabilities: “You can’t just have a festival about ac-
cessibility and revelry and suddenly expect a bunch of people to arrive at once.
Bringing new people to the world of carnival is slow work.”** Though the festival
worked with other institutions that had the means to transport people to the
event, Ramos recognized the continued need to create more of a network of
information to reach disabled communities, which might view anything related
to carnival as exclusive by its very nature.

In my most recent conversation with Ramos in 2024, he described the many
challenges of creating a more accessible carnival culture over the years, espe-
cially in the postpandemic world, as the work of “little ants” (formiguinhas).
Festival activism, like all activism, attempts to transform entrenched hierarchies
and hegemonies of power and necessarily involves challenges, frustrations, and
disillusionment. Even as elements of an activist vision are actualized, the gap
between these actions and the dream’s full realization can be palpable.

Hoping in the initial years for an “explosion” of interest and transformation
of Rio’s street carnival, Ramos described a generally supportive reception to
the concept but ultimately a lack of committed people to put principles into
action: “Come November, December, everyone is crazy overworked with a
thousand things, and you come talking about accessibility, it’s like, ‘Great, cool,
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let’s go talk with so and so.” He emphasized the continued necessity and chal-
lenge of creating networks of people to collectively realize these goals. Finding
people with disabilities who are willing to take on leadership positions has no-
tably taken shape in Camila Alves taking full responsibility for the accessibility
section. Yet the scope of Voadora’s accessibility activities has become focused
on the accessibility section despite genuinely wanting “to make the bloco more
accessible beyond creating a section.” Ramos lamented that involvement of
people with disabilities in the oficina, in other roles of the bloco, and at other
times of the year has currently dropped off. Recently, the group has only man-
aged to mobilize people around accessibility in the context of carnival, illustrat-
ing the importance of major festivities as privileged opportunities for activism
that may be more difficult to actualize in other spaces and occasions.?®

A More Accessible Carnival Future

These shortcomings notwithstanding, Ramos’s conviction has been steadfast
over the years that the work of creating an accessible carnival should not stay
as just an inward project of Orquestra Voadora but needed to spread its mes-
sage beyond the world of the bloco. Before it ended in 2023, Acessibilifolia
had intended to design a course on creating accessible carnivals to be offered
asynchronously online called Anti-ableist Revelry (Folia Anticapacitista) and
wanted to replicate the festival with local partners in other cities in Brazil, in-
cluding Sao Paulo, Belo Horizonte, Recife, and Salvador, to forge a genuinely
national movement. Though these projects are currently on hold, Voadora’s
internal efforts continue, and other blocos in Rio’s street carnival have begun
to develop their own accessibility sections and engage Voadora in learning
how to make their projects more accessible.

Ramos readily recognizes that many elements of increasing accessibility
for people with disabilities in Orquestra Voadora remain to be confronted.
The video series prominently features people with physical and visual disabili-
ties, but it does not engage with people with cognitive disabilities. Another
world of people with disabilities in the city is almost entirely absent due to
the socioeconomic and racial divides that characterize life in Rio de Janeiro.
Making Voadora a truly welcoming space for people with disabilities to play
any role remains a work in progress. Voadora often begins by learning how to
accommodate individual people before conceiving of how to build a more ac-
cessible culture for all, and the need for separatist safe spaces within inclusive
projects continues to be felt despite the desire to create a fully accessible bloco.
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Nevertheless, in its militance for the cultural rights of people with disabilities,
Orquestra Voadora’s accessibility group is ultimately focused on planting the seeds
of an accessible world in a much more ample sense than disability rights groups
often strive for in their focus on the logistical. Indeed, this futurity was reinforced
inits first full carnival parade following the pandemic in 2023, the theme of which
was “The future is antiableist,” a line that resonates with what we have defined as
festival futurity in the introduction of this book: the “world-making potential in
testival practice. . .. In festival practice participants may collectively embody the
unimaginable as a possible, perhaps even inevitable, reality” (McDonald, Snyder,
and Reed, p.19). Citing participant Camila Alves in an Instagram post about the
parade, Voadora wrote, “Access is love, access is a question of justice.”

Indeed, though Voadora views engaging in festivity as a right in itself, the
group also advances an argument about the efficacy of festive experience in
confronting the ableist world more broadly. As Ramos states in an article
about Acessibilifolia, “It’s a gateway. Revelry has the potential to be very dem-
ocratic. But we also want to take this [conversation to broader] society” (Anon
2022a). Based on all these experiences, Ramos has been fundamentally opti-
mistic through our conversations through the years, redoubling these efforts
and, despite the challenges, combatting “the cycle of exclusion. As we bring
more and more people together, this will increase the representivity of people
with disabilities,” he asserts. “This will feed on itself, and so I see a possibility

of advancement, of an improvement much greater than where we are now.”>°

More recently, as a postdoctoral researcher in Lisbon, Portugal, I witnessed an
instantiation of the tangible spread of including people disabilities in festivi-
ties and social movements. Held in the first weekend of July (Disability Pride
Month) as the last action of the June Pride Month, Lisbon’s 2024 LGBTQIA+
Pride march was led by Lisbon’s Brazilian street carnival bloco Colombina
Clandestina (see Snyder 2023), which happened to have hosted Orquestra
Voadora in Portugal in 2022. In front of the percussion and horn players were
stilt walkers, and, in front of them, visually juxtaposing the physically high to
the low, were four people in wheelchairs, opening this parade of fifty thousand
marchers. Directly influenced by Orquestra Voadora or not, Lisbon Pride’s in-
tersectional manifestation represents a growing demand to include and high-
light people with disabilities and their access needs in festive, carnivalesque,
and protest spaces in the Portuguese-speaking world and beyond.
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Figure 3.5. Lisbon 2024 Pride parade. Photo by author.

Notes

1. André Ramos, interview by author, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, July 28, 2021.

2. Though Rio’s important samba school tradition has received the bulk of
scholarly attention, resurgent street carnival festivities are increasingly being stud-
ied. Rio’s street carnival blocos have experienced a momentous revival since Brazil
emerged from its military dictatorship in 1985, with an ever-increasing number of
blocos appearing in the streets, often numbering over five hundred (Snyder 2022a;
Fernandes 2019). More broadly, carnival in Brazil is a national obsession—with
particular fervor in Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and Recife—and Voadora seeks to
use its accessibility project as an example to this broader carnival world.

3. 2021 Ramos interview.

4. See project website: https://artedetodagente.com.br/um-novo-olhar/uno
-acessibilifolia/.

S. Thisisa point Alves develops in her book E Se Experimentdssemos Mais (And
If We Experienced More, 2020), in which she theorizes “aesthetic accessibility” spe-
cifically in the context of making museum spaces more accessible. More broadly,
there are various attempts globally to make festivals more accessible and to create
festivals focused on disability (see Snyder and Mitchell 2008; Cripps, Lyonblum,
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and Small 2022), though the subject of disability and festivity is poorly studied.
Voadora’s efforts at including people with disabilities in an event as raucous as Rio’s
street carnival is without parallel in the literature I have surveyed.

6. See the series here: https://artedetodagente.com.br/uno-acessibilifolia
/episodio-o1-0-poder-do-carnaval-e-possibilitar-o-encontro/.

7. Growing out of the disability rights movement, the interdisciplinary field of
disability studies offers a sociopolitical analysis of disability as a constructed cat-
egory and critiques the medical interpretation of disability as deficit and disorder
to be normalized. See Davis 2016; Shakespeare 2016.

8. The intersection of disability studies and music/performance is a growing
focus of research. See, for example, Howe et al. 2016; Bakan 20152, 2015b; Lerner
and Straus 2006; Straus 2006; Sandahl and Auslander 2005.

9. See Godet 2020 on the history of debate on the politics of carnival.

10. 2021 Ramos interview.

11. 2021 Ramos interview.

12. 2021 Ramos interview.

13. See Maior 2015 for context on the history of disability rights in Brazil.

14. Outside of the scope of this article, the samba schools have been working to
make their events more accessible as well, which is in some ways easier due to their
higher level of organization and control. The high level of chaos of street carnival —
for many, a crucial element of the event’s carnivalesque authenticity—presents a
different array of accessibility questions.

15. 2021 Ramos interview.

16. André Ramos, interview by author, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, June 7, 2022.

17. André Ramos, interview with Batuques e Confetes, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,
December 2022. https://open.spotify.com/episode/7718fghaUQoKolT54k FKIb?si
=e27ffeebe38c4397.

18. André Ramos, interview by author, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, April 23, 2024.

19. 2021 Ramos interview.

20. Shcolnik’s insight points toward disability justice movement leader Mia Min-
gus’s concept of “access intimacy,” “that elusive, hard to describe feeling when some-
body else ‘gets’ your access needs. . . . Disabled people’s liberation cannot be boiled
down to logistics. Access intimacy is interdependence in action.” See Mingus 2011.

21. This intersectional analysis points toward a framework of disability justice,
which considers disability and ableism in relation to other forms of systemic op-
pression, such as racism, patriarchy, and capitalism. Conceived by queer, disabled
women of color, disability justice critiques previous disability rights movements,
such as those thatled to the Americans for Disabilities Act in 1990, for their limited
focus on physical disabilities over intellectual disabilities. Similarly to the depic-
tions of second-wave feminists by third-wave feminists, they argue that the advo-
cacy of previous disability rights movements is limited to people with disabilities
who have other privileged racial, class, and gender identities. See Sins Invalid 2019.
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22. 2022 Ramos interview.
23. 2022 Ramos interview.
24. 2022 Ramos interview.
25. 2024 Ramos interview.
26. 2021 Ramos interview.
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