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Violence, Bureaucracy and Intreccio in Brazil 

 

 

Abstract 

 

For Brazil’s ‘violence worker’ street level bureaucrats, violence is woven into everyday 

practice. But violent influence flows in multiple directions; from the state to society, within 

the state and its agencies, from violent actors upon state bureaucrats.  Real and potential 

violence defines the bureaucratic regime of truth, alongside the influence of a self-defined 

organised crime group. Using ethnographic evidence, I show some of the fissures that are 

wedged open through violence, and demonstrate the ways that violent uncertainty shapes a 

need for leverage and spheres of trust. This shows the dissonance between bureaucratic form 

and bureaucratic rationale, where other violence workers -ontological bureaucrats- have 

become an everyday part of bureaucratic rationale. What matters is not the relationship 

between the state and bureaucracy, but the relationship between sovereign power and 

bureaucracy.  
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Introduction 

Miguel had just arrived home, stopping his car on the sidewalk to get out and open his garage 

door. As he did he was approached by two young men. They shot him three times, killing 

him for his car. Miguel worked in the homicide and missing person police division in one of 

Brazil’s largest cities, which I call Cidade Alta, where I carried out ethnographic research. An 

affable story teller in the station and on the street, Miguel’s killing was one more example of 

violent pressure on what Lipsky terms the ‘street-level bureaucrat1’. In Brazil, as much 

elsewhere, these front line state workers –especially the subset of 'violence workers2’ - face 

systemic coercion, through real, assumed and anticipated violence. Such violence is woven 

into everyday experience, shaping how bureaucracy ‘works’ at daily tempos.   

 

When it comes to violence in Latin America, there is widespread concern, in explicit or 

implied ways, with why states don’t perform as they might. Whether framed in the 

foreclosure of incipient democracy, in the shambles of abandoned or crumbling 

infrastructure, or in high rates of police killings, the states of Latin America seem to fall 

below the bar of hegemonic normative expectations. But where expectations are little more 

than aspirational or prescriptive, what gives?  

 

This sense of governance ‘failure’ or ‘insufficiency’ is especially apparent in the dissonance 

between conceptual or de jure –ideal Weberian- and de facto –ontological-, bureaucracy.  

While ideal types of bureaucracy are wedded to longings for centralised violence, a ‘formed’ 

state, and autonomous institutions, supposing the absence of violent counterweights, the 

empirics of Latin America evoke a much different actually-existing bureaucratic condition. In 

an era of incipient sovereignties3, non-state armed groups4 and heightened practices of 

everyday violence, it is high time to scrutinize the reification of bureaucracy. This means 
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reflecting upon where bureaucracy exists in everyday life, who carries it out, and how 

different bureaucratic forms are enmeshed, or not, with their practices.  

 

To date, little work has productively elucidated the conceptual dissonance between expected 

bureaucracy and ontological bureaucracy –especially as violence drives a thick wedge 

between them. Here, I seek to do so. State institutions and their functionaries –police, 

prosecutors, corrections officers, judges, and many others- pattern their work in response to 

the mundane but uncertain possibility of violence. While some of this happens in response to 

plata o plomo –‘bullets or bucks’- kinds of selective violence or assassination, workers must 

more generally find ways to mitigate systemic uncertainty. Most openly recognise how 

persistent ‘ambient’ violence –a street robbery, a home invasion- will be lethal if they are 

identified as state violence workers in the process.  

 

In what follows, I make an incipient effort to trace how systemic violence is intertwined with 

bureaucracy, and the ways that this matters. What is bureaucracy where crime is so pervasive 

that the state’s deployment of the ‘criminal’ category is self-incriminating?  I use Foucault’s 

idea of a bureaucratic ‘regime of truth5’ –the assumptions and ways of acting in an actually 

existing bureaucracy- to shed some light on ‘violent work’ amidst the uncertainty of violence 

in Cidade Alta.  In this city few would argue that bureaucratic form and bureaucratic 

rationality are well aligned. That they are not is well revealed by evidence that law on the 

books don’t matter, whether in terms of mundane police killings, mundane killings of police 

or a homicide decline attributed by many to organised crime6.  

 

But even these practices have their own bureaucratic hallmarks, showing that street level 

violence workers, as bureaucrats, well transcend the state. Building on Schneider and 
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Schneider’s notion of ‘intreccio’, as the interweaving of Italian state and mafia spheres in a 

“vast gray area7”, I illustrate how bureaucracy and everyday violence have become mixed by 

sovereign prerogative. I argue that state and non-state violence workers are enmeshed in 

uncertain but predictable ways, written through by the existence or possibility of violence, in 

everyday bureaucratic practices, creating distinct systemic effects in the regulation of 

violence.  

 

This set of reflections is based on a multi-year ethnographic research project carried out 

Cidade Alta. Over a three year period I accompanied homicide and other detectives in their 

daily routines. The following complements a series of other interventions8 where I more 

completely address the methodological challenges and nuances surrounding the study of 

policing, violence and organised crime in Brazil. A caveat: what follows is an enlargement 

and a deliberate and detailed discussion of a concern that I point to briefly in a recent book9.  

 

Bureaucracy De-centred  

Max Weber’s concept of bureaucracy, and especially his intertwined ideas of the state and 

bureaucratic rationality, have become nearly hegemonic. For Weber bureaucratic autonomy 

and state capacity are intertwined and inseparable10. A professional bureaucracy, autonomous 

and at a distance from political or economic interests and influences, is a capable 

bureaucracy. Such capability is well reflected in the predictability and reliability of 

institutional outcomes and of the larger production and consumption of order by the ruled. 

Such a bureaucracy is coterminous with political legitimacy, where, as Weber sees it, 

bureaucracy in “public and lawful government” constitutes a particular kind of power that he 

called “bureaucratic authority”. This stands conceptually alongside bureaucracy in “private 
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economic domination”, in the realm of capitalist practice, to be spoken of, rather, as 

“bureaucratic ‘management’”11.   

 

Crucially, Weber’s position sees a synergy between bureaucratic form and rationality. The 

form of bureaucracy, its institutions, agencies, and actors, are closely aligned with 

bureaucratic rationality -the rules, norms and practices that matter. The latter is shaped by the 

former and vice versa, in a mutually reinforcing pattern of social and political practice. For 

Townley this is well illustrated by how state institutions secrete and reproduce bureaucratic 

rationality by “drawing definitional boundaries, rules, procedures, codes, protocols, and 

writing the world in formalized terms, that enable [them] to be known, become predictable, 

and be acted upon.12” Where form and rationality are closely aligned, such rules are largely 

uncontested, precipitating spheres of order and related practice where punishment in written 

or paper form is as heavy and internalized as punishment by directly violent means. Put 

differently, where bureaucratic form and bureaucratic rationality are mutually produced, 

reinforced and more or less contained, a ‘legitimate’ is possible.  

 

In Latin America, and elsewhere, such a condition seems distant. Today, a dominant body of 

scholarship is preoccupied with violence in the region, noting its institutionalised hallmarks 

and the failure of actually existing bureaucracies to temper patronistic patterns of rule, to 

usher in a ‘deep democracy’ or to mitigate violence as a persistent condition13. Whether 

discussed in terms of violent democracy, consensual forms of killing, or how armed groups 

are now well subsumed within states, debates are turning towards an understanding of the 

ways that violence, and crisis, are increasingly institutionalised, and, predictable –in spite of 

expectations for bureaucratic autonomy and legitimacy. As a result, scholars have begun to 

conceptually situate states as ‘weak’, ‘hybrid’, ‘negotiated’ or ‘networked’, pointing to the 
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routine, sustained or structural condition of the varied violent actors and practices that exist 

within them14.    

 

But if the scholarly departure from some ‘ideal’ Weberian notion of the state is well 

underway, an accompanying revision of the idea of bureaucracy has been slower to follow. In 

political science, leading scholarship now recognizes the ways that bureaucratic disorder is 

maintained in favour of larger political interests15. We know, too, that bureaucracies can take 

on a life of their own16. Part of the question is what defines that life? There is some 

momentum to answer this question, especially following a resurgence of interest in the state 

from ethnographers and political economic analyses17. An incipient discussion has formed 

around the practice of bureaucracy in and upon the Global South18. This is especially 

emergent from qualitative scholars, with their focus on situated realities and rooted 

theorisations and as part of a larger conceptual relocation of the state within, or in spite of, 

Foucauldian frameworks19. Efforts to give some lived form to ‘stateness’ in diffuse 

governmentality and locally situated power can be advanced by reflecting on vital works 

about everyday legality20 and legal pluralism21. This discussion and evidence points toward 

lived realities about what ‘law’ and ‘justice’ really means in everyday conditions –in spite of 

the state –and especially in an era of neo-liberal securitisation22. As an epistemic lens and 

mode of critical interrogation ethnography is ideally suited for considering such questions of 

everyday assemblages that constitute and uphold political power23. 

 

One way that scholars have engaged with this problem, but using different terminologies, is 

through the idea of informality24.The systemic practice of unenforced illegality, sometimes 

meekly termed ‘impunity’, across spheres as diverse as housing and security is more relevant 

than deploying tautological and normative state-centric categories about the ‘illegal’ or the 
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criminal. ‘Illegality’ is relevant not because it defines what is not legal, because it is mundane 

and politically accepted, being subject to other kinds of unwritten rules and patterns of 

negotiation that fasten together categories that are often seen as normatively distinct. These 

rules and patterns of control are not necessarily less meaningful or predictable than a 

legitimate law on the books, however. Not noteworthy under a larger administration of 

political authority, informal patterns and logics of social order have become impossible to 

disaggregate from centrally reproduced patterns of stability and convention.  

 

Scholars have also recognized that the bureaucrat herself is important as a site of analytical 

interrogation. A return to Lipsky’s intervention of the ‘street level bureaucrat’, the public 

facing state worker who ultimately delivers public policy as a negotiator and a subject of 

discretionary decision making, has grounded these reflections. This recognition of ‘street 

level’ negotiation is crucial because it opens conceptual space for thinking about how 

influence flows in multiple directions, such as from a) the bureaucrat to citizens, social 

groups or businesses; b) within different constituencies, agencies or social spheres within the 

state, and/or; c) from citizens, social groups or businesses upon the state. How these patterns 

of influence, which may be coercive, compassionate or some combination of, converge in the 

empirical practices of street level bureaucrat work. How this matters in terms of violence –as 

a sovereign prerogative of order-making25- should be the source of acute scholarly concern 

and debate. As Weeden and others note, after all, such questions of legitimacy are centrally 

about social control and racial or other dominance26.  

 

Such an epistemic lens matters, in part, because of how front line bureaucrats would use their 

discretion. Do they bend over backwards to please business? Do they have implied ties with 

lobbyists? Are they terrified of being assassinated? What do they use for everyday leverage? 
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Each open question suggest different systemic and historical conditions related in everyday 

patterns of political practice. Approached with analytical sensitivity, such practices denote 

the sorts of hierarchical relationships and patterns of social deference that guide bureaucratic 

outcomes. In Latin America, a modest body of research follows this analytical vein; how 

‘weak’ bureaucracies and their bureaucrats make do in spite of a series of structural 

constraints. This body of work routinely points out that bureaucrats require leverage, external 

or internal, to achieve stated or formal goals. These goals may be political, regulatory or 

about patron-client relations. All surround the way that law is practiced and applied, 

empirically. How they are defined and seen as ideal –strived for- matters a great deal.  

 

The need for street-level bureaucrats to find leverage is not exceptional. It is a persistent 

condition. Leverage allows for bureaucracies to ‘function’ –that is, to meet stated regulatory 

or legal benchmarks as they exist on the books- where there is a yawning gap between 

expectations and everyday conditions.  This means that bureaucrats often have patterned and 

predictable relationships with external actors, internal colleagues or political clients. Without 

such leverage, nothing would work at all. Amengual for example, has argued that Argentine 

labour regulators must lean on civil society organisations, including unions, to enforce labour 

regulations27. Similarly, Coslovsky finds that Brazilian public defenders are deeply entangled 

with other social entities, whom they mobilise when needed28.  At the same time, Latin 

America has seen an outgrowth in ‘private’ forms of regulation and bureaucracy, in keeping 

with neoliberal logics29. These sometimes work in parallel, but often are deeply enmeshed in 

the political economy of rules and order.  

 

A touch of Foucault may help to advance conceptual clarity about how these questions fit 

together. Foucault argues that what is right and normal is unquestioned constitutes a ‘regime 
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of truth’. A regime of truth is the paradigm of political value, constituted by techniques, 

procedures and boundaries, through and in the defense of which, a practice of power is 

upheld. Such a regime is situated, and can be well elucidated by examining the paradigmatic 

assumptions that surround that work of street level bureaucrats. This is, in part, an 

epistemological question that needs to make sense of the everyday practices, constraints and 

unexceptional ways of being for state workers.    

 

In what follows, I turn a focus to the bureaucratic ‘regime of truth’ for Cidade Alta’s street 

level violence workers. These bureaucrats exist within a regime where the relationship 

between organized crime, self-defined criminals and drug traffickers, and state bureaucrats is 

mundane, unquestioned and a source of chronic negotiation. Much work has laid the 

foundation for such scholarly heavy lifting by showing the ways that such ‘non-state armed 

groups’, -especially urban ones- have been made normal30. Arias argues, for example, that a 

kind of ‘network’ exists between Rio’s drug traffickers, state bureaucrats and the practices of 

formal democracy31. Working on the Italian mafias, Schneider and Schneider evoke this 

political-economy of truth similarly well. They argue that the historical relationships between 

state and mafia constitute an intreccio – an ‘interweaving of spheres’- where it has been made 

impossible to disentangle the larger practice of power and order from the intertwined 

practices of state’s bureaucracy and the bureaucratic practices of the Sicilian mafia32. This is 

not just about tit for tat reciprocity. A space of intreccio is about systemic forms of exchange 

and interconnectedness. Conceptually, such a lens means being open to decentering the idea 

and practice of ‘security bureaucracy’ from the state, and to think about how a bureaucratic 

regime of truth, in a context of violence, may work as an assemblage of violent actors, 

operating in a mutually understood but tenuous set of negotiations and relationships –real or 

implied.  In other words, to be sensitive to the ways that violence is woven into the 
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bureaucratic fabric, leading to ongoing patterns of mending, tearing, mistrust and cobbling 

together.  

 

Everyday Violence and Bureaucracy 

Throughout Latin America, as in many places, violence surrounds and engulfs society, 

politics and institutions. It has become indistinguishable from the lived experience, where 

‘everyday violence’, not just as a structural condition but as mundane encounter with direct 

violence, is as unexceptional as it is tremendously important as a paradigm of pressures, 

incentives and constraints. It is well imbued in the ways that bureaucrats make decisions from 

one moment to the next. 

 

One afternoon a group of homicide detectives and I were sitting in the room near the front 

entrance to the central Civil Police building in downtown Cidade Alta. At some point, a man 

walks in, wanting to speak to police. Most of the detectives walk away, or direct him next 

door, believing that this man’s concern doesn’t relate to a homicide. The man walks next 

door to the central foyer of the headquarters. But soon he returns, having not found anyone to 

help him there either. He’s concerned: There are some shady characters down and around the 

corner, he says. They look suspicious, as though waiting for someone or something to 

happen. “I just thought I should tell someone,” he says to the detectives.  His words fall on 

disinclined ears. This man is a busybody that should “mind his own business”, according to 

detectives.  

 

The detectives chatter, and characterize the man –who has since left- as a nuisance. “What 

does he care”, says one of them. After much grumbling, the group decides they should have a 

look, in spite of the bother. Eager, but certainly naïve, I decide to join them, trailing behind. 
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The location where the men were reported to be is roughly a block away, on a diagonal 

transect from where the detectives leave the station. They decide to split up. One group of 

two goes straight and will turn right. The other three, and me, head right and will turn left. 

We’ll converge, they surmise, on whatever might be there. The mood is relatively upbeat, if 

bothered by the man’s busybody demand to shake a leg.  

 

All of that changes in an instant, as we turn left around the corner. Guns come out. In view, a 

dark skinned man stands behind a shut newspaper kiosk, peeking around it the opposite 

direction from us. He is in his very late teens or early twenties, with a tapered crew cut, a 

hoody and long dark shorts, with new looking sneakers. This is, for police, the picture of the 

criminal type that motivates policing –the bandido. Across the street is another man, wearing 

roughly the same type of clothing and appearing equally out of place; ‘shifty’, as the man 

who reported them had described. They seem to be focused on the same thing. I follow the 

three detectives, all of whom are well advanced in age, are not particularly agile and who 

often enjoy their Marlboros –or similar. As we walk toward the man standing behind the 

kiosk, the detectives become agitated. All three have now draw their guns, beginning to walk 

in a deliberate fashion, arms and gun raised and pointed at the man. They haven’t yet spoken 

a word though.  

 

Then it strikes me. What am I doing? What if the man pulls out a gun – as routinely happens 

in such confrontations? I’m walking directly behind the three detectives, who have now come 

within forty feet of the kiosk. I duck behind a grand but grimy urban tree, of the kind that’s 

roots are littered with fecal matter and other burned out refuse, its crown having provided 

shelter of many kinds in the city. One of the three detectives shouts policia!  The man turns to 

face, startled. From the other street, to our left, a detective bursts into view, running toward 
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him. The man runs, splitting four lanes of moving traffic. He jumps an abutment and sprints 

down an off ramp, running in and out between the moving cars coming toward him. The 

detective gives chase, leaving nothing in reserve. They disappear from view as the man darts 

across a terribly fast highway artery running North-South through the city. Either he’s done 

something, he is terrified for his life, or, both.  

 

The other man vanished. No one saw where he went. It didn’t seem to matter. The remaining 

detectives are left boiling with an unfulfilled spike in their adrenaline. It was all over almost 

as quickly as it began. The chasing detective returned, exhausted and defeated, his gun back 

in his plain-clothes jeans. There was no radioing to others in the case, no jumping in the 

squad car. No incident filed. No pen would ever touch paper about this –except mine. No 

waiting to see if the something that the men may have been waiting for would appear 

anyway. The two men were gone, vanished back into the urban fabric. And I understand why 

the busybody is a bothersome nuisance: why stick your neck out? Just as easily as nothing 

happened this time, one of the men, a police officer, or me –the foreign idiot-, could have 

been left bleeding profusely or dead. 

 

 It strikes me that the work of being a police officer in this city is largely about mitigating 

uncertainty. That street level bureaucrats will regularly choose to avoid circumstances of 

violence shouldn’t be surprising. I’ve written extensively about how it has become 

commonplace for police officers to disguise themselves as something –anything- different 

from being a violence worker. This includes by not telling acquaintances or family about 

their profession. More colloquially, this worry is subsumed in the well-worn trope that police 

must “dry their uniform behind the refrigerator”. Not only so, they are forced into everyday 

mediations with those that might do them harm – some of whom are also state bureaucrats. 
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The uncertainty of violence, and a generalised lack of trust in state bureaucracy as an 

agglomeration, means that fragments or groupings of street level bureaucrats start to emerge 

to pursue their own interests. These are commonly collected under a particular patron, such 

as a delegado33 or a mid-level Military Police officer, under whose association larger plans or 

schemes may be carried out.  

 

Whose Street Level?  

The ways that violence and its effects have become normal sometimes defies belief, in this 

city and elsewhere. Denyer Willis describes the ways that residents of a Rio de Janeiro favela 

speak of the entry of the police’ armoured and tank-like caveirão – ‘big skull’- during pre-

Olympic pacification of their neighbourhood in 200934. Residents told tales of the fluidity of 

the armed actors involved –paramilitaries, drug traffickers, police-, showing little interest in 

distinguishing them as useful categories. Others spoke of the times that police had rented out 

the ‘big skull’ to the gangs so that they could retake neighbourhoods and new markets from 

other drug trafficking groups. Rumour and innuendo, leading to glorified stories, most would 

assume. That police would ever rent their own equipment, like an armour personnel carrier, 

seems a fable of impossible nonsense. 

 

Years later, in June 2017, in what they termed ‘Operation Calabar’, Rio de Janeiro 

prosecutors arrested at least 86 police officers and 23 suspected criminals for their 

involvement in a widespread system of graft that included renting the big skull to drug 

traffickers35. Calabar came on the heels of another investigation, spurred by a newspaper 

publications about a series of handheld videos and audio recordings of ‘non-police’ voices 

inside the big skull during a police operation. According to this investigation, police had 

charged members of a particular drug trafficking group 1 million Reais ($314,475 USD) to 
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enter and use the big skull to drive in to the territory of a rival group, taking it from them36. 

 

For citizens, the categories of ‘police’ and ‘criminal’ are highly porous. The same is true even 

for violence workers themselves. Who one can trust is always a fluid and iterative question. 

In such a circumstance, there is a great deal of animosity and suspicion among violence 

workers themselves. Police themselves don’t know who is a ‘criminal’, who is ‘good’ police 

officer and who is ‘criminal’ and police officer at the same time –or even that such synergies 

are so neat. The means that each of these categories are subverted to larger concerns and 

priorities. Where it has become commonplace for police to threaten or kill other police, 

members of the judiciary and citizens, or for the opposite to occur, there are enduring and 

systemic effects. Mistrust defines bureaucracies where supposedly complementary agencies 

have come to see their role and efforts as violently antagonistic with the work of others. This 

results in the obstruction of information, evidence and much else. But, also, it leads to violent 

defences of symbolic territory, jurisdiction and ‘truth’. Law on the books is a clear casualty, 

though much else suffers by consequence.  

 

Still, real or assumed violence is not the end point. These bureaucrats find everyday means of 

making do, such as by attempting to remedy, tediously, for the absence of trust, information 

and resources within the state itself. Consider an example from my ethnographic fieldwork, 

about the fracturing of trust, and the composition of modes of transcendence by bureaucrats 

trying to get things done:   

 

We sat in a two story government walk-up, down the street from the court house. The 

entrance of the innocuous looking concrete building was guarded by a single metal detector 

that most people routinely stepped around, and an affable private security guard armed with a 
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feeble looking six-shooter. Upstairs, in a room segregated with a series of temporary dividers 

I listened as the prosecutor I was interviewing told me a story about a recent case. They had 

finished a case to be proud of, a long and arduous investigation of a suspected organized 

crime figure in the city. He was eager to show me all sorts of documents, data and files 

surrounding the case and others like it.  

 

This case entailed a broad scope of measures, ranging from tracking bank transfers and 

deposits between members of the group, undertaking judicially authorized wiretaps of 

telephone calls, drawing on interviews with former associates and compiling reams of 

background material, including everything from past criminal histories and networked 

connections to other convicted members of the organized crime group in question. This 

investigation, if any, had been done by the book. Months of diligence was about to pay off. 

The next day the group of investigators and a small, insular, and trusted group of police 

detectives of the Civil Police would show up at the man’s house, break down the door in a 

grand commotion and take him away to be charged, convicted and sent to prison for a long 

time. Early the day before, though, it was necessary to inform the Military Police37 who 

would send a heavily armed backup squad in case things got ugly –as they are prone to do.  

 

Late on the eve of the arrest, the investigator received a call on his mobile phone. The suspect 

was dead. As night fell, armed and masked men appeared on his stoop on the outskirts of the 

city, riddling him with bullets. The investigator knew exactly what had happened. It was just 

as he feared. “They thought he had killed a police officer”, he told me. “That was one of the 

rumors about him. This was their last chance to get revenge.” It was true, in a way. It was 

their last chance to get revenge. Had the man been arrested, he would have been sent to a 

prison system that is controlled in its near entirety by his organization. For the Military Police 
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officers that the prosecutor suspected had carried out the killing, prison was not punishment 

or suffering enough. He’d be having a barbeque on the weekend with his pals, in one of the 

more than 150 prisons in the state.  

 

For these other police, revenge was the only way to fulfill their notion of justice. And it came 

at the expense of diligence, investigation and the procedures of the formal justice 

bureaucracy. There was virtually no chance the men –officers in the same bureaucracy- 

responsible for this killing would be found or held to account in any meaningful way, this 

same practice of extrajudicial executions, especially of black life, having a long and well 

institutionalized history in Brazil38. This case, it seemed, was perfectly symptomatic of what 

some have enigmatically called the ‘unrule of law’39.   

 

All else aside, this case strikes me as normal. The way in which the prosecutor explained the 

story; it was a chronicle foretold. Certain practices are expected from certain groups and 

agencies, trust is fragmented into small and predictable social groupings, the rules on the 

books sit dramatically far from the practices, realities and constraints of the street. The 

hallmarks of a systematic problem are written within the story of one extrajudicial killing. 

Clearest of all, the prosecutor’s diligent construction of a defensible case –if it indeed 

happened as he related- is the exception that defines the norm; a thorough effort predictability 

disarticulated by the way things actually work.  

 

Epistemic Matters: Privilege and Leverage 

Street level violence workers may all be a part of the same bureaucratic form, but they do not 

have the same bureaucratic rationale –especially when it comes to their mandates and 

immediate suppositions about violence. For example, a clear paradox exists between the de 
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jure and de facto objectives of some police agencies versus others. One acute example is 

between homicide detectives, who are entrusted with mitigating violence within a longer arc 

and distant horizon of justice. In a city where police kill hundreds per year, and homicides 

happen in the thousands, the everyday bureaucratic terrain for detectives is highly complex.    

 

In theory, any effort to resolve a homicide or a police killing must place emphasis on the 

judiciousness of investigation, the rigorous collection of data and an extensive search for 

evidence, towards the construction of a case that can be tried by jury. For homicide 

detectives, who are entrusted with a mandate to limit the indiscriminate use of violence in the 

city, this means thinking clearly about motives, conditions and much else.   

 

Beat cops, who in Brazil are the Military Police, serve in a different mode. They are 

emboldened by direct violence, year on year producing a body count in the hundreds. In the 

country, between January 2015 and December 2016, Brazilian police killed 5, 896 people -

76% of whom where black40. The Military Police are, too, a police agency –one of the only in 

the world- that has its own prison – though typically for those who kill on the job41.  

 

In Cidade Alta, as all Brazilian cities, the latter trumps the former in numbers, political 

capital and resources. And yet, the former is responsible for investigating and arresting the 

egregious direct violence of the latter. The conditions of this asymmetry draw out directly in 

the everyday negotiations of both, and especially as relative to the other. On the one hand, 

how do we continue to repress criminals violently without being arrested by those 

investigating our violence? And on the other, how do we ensure that violent death happens 

less often –and that when police kill, we know when they are faking evidence, how they tell 

half-truths and when they have simply executed someone? That this is a daily negotiation, 
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happening around multiple cases every day, on average, means that patterns of routinization 

are established, with corresponding categories, assumptions and ‘hunches’. In other words, 

homicide detectives, as military police, seen all of this within a framework of “normal 

crime”, where they “ … [gain] knowledge of the typical manner in which offenses are 

committed, the social characteristics of the persons who regularly commit them, the features 

of the settings in which they occur, the types of victims often involved, and the like.”42  

 

One case from my ethnographic research is particularly illustrative. While I was 

accompanying homicide detectives, the city suffered a violent crisis where organized crime 

and police began to attack and kill each other at a quotidian pace. This acute uncertainty was 

reconfiguring some of the ways that homicide detectives approached their cases. Even as they 

often, usually, sided in defense of police shootings of citizens they were also occasionally 

confronted with egregious or audacious violations. In these cases, they would find ways to 

right an assumed wrong, by relying on their discretion or by seeking extra evidence, more 

witnesses or other possibilities. This sometimes played out revealing ways, as I recall from 

my fieldnotes43:  

 

In the midst of this new surge in violence, I’d been trying to keep on top of the news. Every 

day there were reports of police being killed. It was hard to keep up, and the media never 

even managed all that well. Before going to the precinct for a shift I’d read through the latest 

stories by Googling ‘policial morto - ‘dead police’ for this city.  There were new hits 

everyday. And those were just the dead police that made the news, not the injured or 

forgotten ones.  
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On this particular night the news reports were talking about more buses being burned, more 

multiple homicides in the last few days, and a marked spike in homicides overall.  Nine 

homicides, including the multiple killing -chacina- yesterday they said. Police authorities are 

now saying that they recognize there is a connection between police killings and an 

organized crime group. They have some evidence, gleaned from wiretaps of group members 

that they’ll ‘sentar o pau’ – ‘will make them feel the pain’- a phrase apparently coming from 

the mouth of a group leader in a well known district. As I walk to the homicide department I 

can’t avoid the feeling that I am about as close to the middle of this as anyone.  

 

Three blocks from the station I see three or four new Toyota Highlanders fly by on the street, 

with lights flashing and sirens blaring. Something big was probably happening, I thought. 

Arriving at the station, I saw a couple of police from a notorious unit standing sentry, gruff 

as they are with stern statures and dark hats. The Civil Police officer at the reception gave 

me a tough time about giving me my pass. I didn’t know him, which was abnormal by now. 

He was resistant to me being there, maybe because he didn’t know me, the city was full of 

unanswered questions and probably because the place was crawling with these guys. 

Eventually I convinced him to call upstairs to ask if I had permission to go up. He did, and 

they said yes. He passed me my swipe card, begrudgingly.  

 

I walked up the four flights of stairs that wind up through the inside of this old station. As I 

stepped out of the stairwell there was a cloud of troops –probably between twelve and fifteen. 

Among them was a man in handcuffs. One troop was holding two long and slender bricks of 

some kind of drug – that I later learned was 1.5 kilos of marijuana. I said good evening to all 

and walked past into the office. A mix of detectives were there, most still getting off of the day 

shift. One or two had arrived for the night shift. Two detectives were waiting for more 
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information on a case that had happened earlier in the day. The rest of their team was still in 

the field, dealing with the shooting of a police officer. The troops were heating up outside the 

door and attention was turning that way. No one yet knew why there was a cloud of police 

outside the door. No message had arrived on the intranet about anything involving this unit 

and there was no word of a resistência (police shooting) –which was almost always why they 

showed up.  “They’re deciding what they’re going to say,” said one detective. “How they are 

going to walk us through the case.” 

 

The reason became clear soon enough. Word arrived from upstairs that these troops had 

been told to bring a case to homicide – even through there was no one dead. Someone 

important didn’t want them taking this case to the organized crime or drug units, both of 

which, police always say, are thoroughly crooked.  Homicide had a reputation for being 

more reliable and by the book. They had arrested cops from this same unit before, after all.  

 

As the troops came in with the suspect, many of the detectives started jumping all over him, 

interrogating him about what happened. One or two were particularly forceful, screaming in 

his face “I’m going to fuck you. I’m going to hang you up. I’m going to fuck your wife, and 

then your mom if you don’t tell me the truth.” But after awhile, these same police realized 

that the story they’d been told by the guys from the street unit actually wasn’t that clear. One 

of the detectives went to his superior to tell him that there were big gaps in the official story. 

And it was too perfect. It just didn’t make sense. The troops said that the prisoner was a 

member of the organized crime group and that he knew all sorts of things about what had 

gone down in recent months with police assassinations. They had stumbled across him while 

patrolling. And after stopping him on the street, they found drugs. He then confessed to being 
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a member and to knowing about a meeting when a ‘salve’ – a message from the prison to all 

affiliates – was made that called for police to be assassinated.  

 

The suspect, however, had a very different story. According to him, he was picked up by 

plainclothes police, whom he thought were Civil Police detectives. These police approached 

him about a debt he owed to the organisation for two machine guns that he’d lost. They asked 

him about being cobrado (persecuted) with his life for having lost the guns by a member 

named ‘Duque’. He told them he knew nothing of the story, that he was now living under a 

different alias and hadn’t had a single interaction with the organization since he had fled 

prison in 2008. Initially, he’d had trouble with a powerful  member whose girlfriend he had 

messed around with. These first police had told him that they would “throw him to the police 

to be killed” unless he could give some information. They’d told him “you’ll take these bricks 

(of marijuana), say they are yours, and you’ll take the charge so you don’t make us look 

bad.” If you change your story, they had said, we’ll kill your wife and daughter.  

 

The yawning gap between these two stories –one simple and logical, the other complex and 

nuanced wherein a suspect is unruffled about the police accosting him about an unpaid debt 

to a criminal organization- raised doubt and suspicion among the police detectives. At least 

one of them very significant: What was the suspect’s motive to rat on the organisation, 

especially knowing that he would be back in their midst in the prison in a matter of days?  

But the suspect was much less worried about the organisation than he was about this police 

unit. He didn’t want to say everything on paper, or to be recorded. The street unit would be 

able to read everything, and, he didn’t trust that a videotaped statement wouldn’t end up in 

their hands either. Detectives had already prepared the video camera but he steadfastly 

refused.  
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But the detective found a novel way to get the suspect’s story out. The suspect had mentioned 

knowing about a particular group of murders of women that this unit had carried out years 

prior. And the suspect knew exactly which police officer had pulled the trigger. 

 

The detective convinced him to put down most of his version of the story with a novel bit of 

leverage: me. The detective wanted use me as ‘witness’ of his statement. This “Canadian 

sociologist” would verify and serve as a guarantee against any retaliation, he explained. He 

could feel good about this because I was there, formally, and the guys from the unit would 

also know that. The suspect agreed to write his statement of that night’s events without 

details that undermined the unit’s story. He would approve it, and he would not be 

prosecuted for everything that the unit was charging he did, but he could stay the night in the 

station’s jail, where he would be safe. In exchange he would give up everything he knew 

about the other incident. In that testimony he could also share everything about what 

happened that night. This statement would not be available to the unit, particularly if he 

chose to give that statement as a confidential witness.  

 

After the statement was finished and the other detectives took the man away, I asked the 

detective about the circumstances.  Was he a member, after all? Were the drugs his? He’s 

definitely a member, he told me. “He is. Maybe he isn’t all that involved anymore, but he is. 

The smart ones don’t carry guns.” The drugs were harder to know. “It’s difficult,” he said, 

“But I think so.” He wasn’t worried too much about whether the troops were fucking with 

this guy. But he was interested in how this case could help solve the other incident. He spoke 

about the need to be serious about not letting anyone –police or the organisation- “kill 
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innocent people”, as they did in that incident two years prior. A different detective told the 

arrested man more:  

 

“In this report the statement is just basic. They’ll have access to this report. Tomorrow at a 

different investigation unit they’ll take everything that you’ve said here and everything else 

that you know about the killings years ago.” 

 

A bit later, the police from the other unit came in to talk about how things progressed with 

the suspect.  A conversation ensued about the violent feud between the organisation and 

police, and the degree of instability pervading the city as a whole -but for police in 

particular. “When he told us about the salve where they decided to kill police, I wanted to 

wring his neck,” said an officer from the unit. 

 

 In the homicide division they had been investigating all of the police killings since they 

started to come in big numbers. More than anyone they were seeing first hand the ways that 

police had been picked off. The detective recalled one of these in a conversation with a police 

officer from the unit. “It is all on film. The security camera shows the police guy getting shot, 

twice. You can see everything. Him stumbling (holds his arms out and wavering). The 

bandido walks up, holds his head and… (feigns holding a gun, pulling the trigger 

repeatedly).”   

 

“For me, a police officer is a police officer,” said an officer from the unit, lamentingly. 

“From top to bottom. If one dies we all have to back him up. If not, they will eat us alive.”  
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And yet both the detective and I knew something that the officer did not. Weeks prior a 

detective from this homicide group had had a group of these officers arrested for killing a 

member of the organisation.  

 

I was surprised when the detective brought it up later in a conversation with the officers. 

“My close friend was the one that had your co-workers arrested. But he kept a few of them 

out. There were a whole bunch that stayed behind at the crime scene. Internal affairs wanted 

all of them. He argued that they weren’t involved.” The officer stood and listened, not 

showing obvious reaction, almost as though he already knew how and why that case went 

down the way it did.  

 

Just then the phone rang. A police officer typing a report on a desktop computer picked it up. 

Another resistência, he said. Police killed a bandido on the South Side. “One less”, said the 

detective. “While on the job?” asked the unit officer. “Goooood”.  

 

Acts of violence, the threat of violence and the spectre of violence course through this case. 

In the background, assassinated police become a justification for even more violent and 

racialized policing. For the supposed organised crime member in the foreground, there is the 

possibility of violence against family. Encircling the homicide detectives is the uncertainty of 

determining when violence did happen, who was involved, and what the likelihood of 

violence is if they make one decision or another. All of this is decidedly intertwined, 

enmeshed in various bureaucratic asymmetries, shady epistemes, fissures of mistrust and 

paradoxes about who is on whose side, and what kind of violence –and against whom- 

matters over all. If homicide detectives take the word of an admitted (former?) organised 

crime member, and choose to finger other police for violence, they are seen, by those 
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powerful and violent police as directly implicated in the ongoing assassinations of their 

colleagues. Such a reputation that could lead to more extrajudicial violence against these 

police themselves –a fact that they know and seek to mediate.  

 

Much of this story is about fractures that exist within the state, and especially within a 

bureaucratic system believed to be tasked with controlling and mitigating violence. Who can 

be trusted, to what end and why are all deeply unstable questions. A notion of justice is 

almost obliterated in the midst of pragmatism, a gathering storm cloud of violence and 

antagonism between two different bodies of street level bureaucrats. And yet, the detective 

seeks to remedy that asymmetry with a particular piece of power and leverage: a foreign and 

white male researcher that can serve as a form of insurance, a co-signor of his decision, 

toward some vague and distant possibility of justice that nonetheless requires overlooking a 

series of short term criminal acts and situated injustices.   

 

Concluding Thoughts 

Who is a street level bureaucrat? Who is a violence worker? And on behalf of whom?  Dal 

Bo, Dal Bo and Di Tella argue, for example, that the dualism of plata o plomo –bullets or 

bucks- shapes bureaucratic outcomes44. The problem is, where bullets and bucks are used 

regularly to put pressure on street level bureaucrats, they are often already a systemic 

problem, a legitimate –uncontestable- form of coercion. There is no appealing to a higher 

order for assistance. ‘Death or drug money’ are already a part of the maintenance of order, of 

a regime of truth. They are systemically part of an intreccio at the centre of bureaucratic 

practice.  
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Charles Tilly famously argued that states are protection rackets, whose legitimate position 

has been made possible by violent superiority45. With their sword and shielded dualism of 

threat and safety, taxation and security, states act with the same logics of extortion as 

organized crime. Under this frame bureaucracy is the empirical mechanism of extortion, 

whether seen as existing to positive or negative ends. And where bureaucratic form comes 

close to aligning with bureaucratic rationality, the nature of such extortion becomes routinely 

assumed –rarely questioned or believed unjust. Conceptually, states are organised crime. 

Empirically, what is the difference between the state and organised crime, especially where 

people have come to trust organised crime more than the state?  

 

Two things can be added. First, under such a conceptual understanding, practices of 

bureaucracy need not be confined to particular bureaucratic forms. ‘The state’ is an undefined 

container of organisations that happen to centralise bureaucratic practices, in some parts of 

the world. In these places, such a condition has been achieved over decades, centuries of 

institutional evolution and legal praxis. But this bureaucratic configuration is not the only 

possibility; nor necessaritly ome kind of ‘best practice’ to be strived for. To push for this end, 

is to overlook how inequitable the experience with the state is, and how people have adapted 

as a result. Moreover, it overlooks how violence transcends and coerces those working 

within, exposing distinct fissures. Second, the central and bureaucratic administration of 

justice by a state, to maintain order and mitigate threats, does not hold in many parts of the 

world today. Within the cartographic boundaries of states, many new sources of order have 

assumed governing characteristics, taking on bureaucratic practices in the relative absence or 

insufficiency of bureaucracy-as-it-exists. And while these different patterns of violent order 

co-exist, they are also mutually produced and reinforcing. They have been for decades. Their 

mechanisms of order maintenance reproduce the fluid relationships that follow people, 
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money, agency porosity and much else. Here, together, they may serve as a de facto 

bureaucracy in spite of bureaucratic form. The more or less predictable rationale about the 

forms of violence and rules that can, and cannot, be broken are the regime of truth. Such a 

bureaucratic configuration does not fit within the state as a container. It transcends it – just as 

sovereignty does. What matters is not the relationship between the state and bureaucracy, but 

the relationship between sovereignty and bureaucracy. Of the ways that violence can be made 

normal to the interior workings of the state, reorienting the logics of everyday bureaucracy.  

 

To these bureaucrats, real and potential violence have become unexceptional as a coercive 

force. Seen this way, the maintenance of order through a set of assumed rules that transcend 

the state, refracted through the asymmetries and fractures within the state itself, bring into 

relief novel ways of thinking about the normative categories ascribed to the state. The 

‘criminal’, the ‘corrupt’ or, even, ‘rights’, are categories that matter where there is little 

dissonance between bureaucratic form, within the state, and bureaucratic rationality, of its 

practice. In a society where there is much dissonance, those who exercise sovereign power 

can do so in spite of the state, while commonplace ‘citizens’ are subject to bureaucracy and 

democracy. The asymmetry between the state and sovereignty itself becomes a way to 

enforce inequitable order, in a ‘democracy’, with the state’s bureaucratic form acting as 

enforcer. This means that we must advance a different understanding of what bureaucracy is, 

who it serves and through whom it is deployed. An analysis of street level ‘violence 

workers’, amidst everyday violence, shows how this matters. 
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