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Theoretical-methodological provocations 

 

The dossier that we are pleased to present in volume 17, number 1, of the Revista Direito 

& Práxis brings together eight works by authors who dedicate themselves to ethnographic 

research conducted in contexts of violence, criminalization, and incarceration. Given the 

growing prominence of these ethnographies in the Anthropology of the State and the 

Anthropology of Law developed in Brazil, this dossier promotes a collective reflection on 

a) the complexities of the conditions of possibility for ethnographic work in these 

contexts, taking into account especially the complicities and contradictions between 

social mobilizations for rights, justice and reparation and State processes; b) the 

qualification of documents, records, and archives as technologies of power and, above all, 

racialization; c) the understanding of prison as a space for differential management and 

production of life, as well as for the circulation of affections and the formation of bonds; 

d) the interconnections between experiences of violence and criminalization and relations 

of gender, sexuality, race, class, generation, and territoriality; and e) the reciprocal 

practices of state production and of employment and legitimization of violence.  

As can be seen, this is a complex set of discussions that are important both to 

the Social Sciences and to research conducted from the legal field – hence the publication 

of the dossier in one of the most prominent legal journals in the country. In the articles 

gathered here, categories central to Legal Theory and State Theory as we traditionally 

know them are questioned from below, in their ambiguities and contradictions, in the 

power relations in which they operate or are operated by subjects who are produced even 

by navigating them. This is an intellectual effort consistent with Gabriel Feltran's (2010) 

ethnographic perspective of separating the norm from the formulation of analytical 

categories, so that the norm itself is taken as yet another discourse, practice, or 

representation to be scrutinized. This is how notions essential to the foundations of the 

rule of law, such as “crime” and “violence”, are taken not as defining how experience 

should be, but rather as social experiences that, through ethnography, can be understood 

contextually and relationally.  

This is how we understand “violence” as a multifaceted, malleable category that 

refers to practices, experiences, languages, contexts, reason for denunciation, and 

grammar of political mobilization and claiming of rights, serving as a relevant analytical 

and political vector. Furthermore, we consider “crime” not only as the result of state 
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normative prediction, but above all as a social relation and a reason of government, a 

process of criminalization that constitutes subjects, bodies, and territories. Finally, we 

understand “incarceration” by considering the ways in which prison infiltrates territories 

and relationships beyond those circumscribed by penitentiary units. These ways of 

conceiving violence, crime, and incarceration result from intersections between different 

areas of the Social Sciences and, particularly, Anthropology. Regarding the notion of 

violence, the contribution of gender and sexuality studies in Brazil to its complexification 

is noteworthy, particularly through research on spousal murders and what would come 

to be called “gender violence”, such as the work of anthropologists Mariza Corrêa, Maria 

Filomena Gregori, and Guita Grin Debert. 

In summary, these works provided an opportunity to methodologically 

approach violence not as a given fact, but as a construct under intense dispute, whose 

narrative structure pedagogically stimulates learning about moral conventions, 

reaffirming their importance (Corrêa, 1983). Violence here, therefore, is primarily the 

political or moral effort of its own definition, which presupposes the effort to configure 

acts and subjects, such as the victim and the perpetrator. Furthermore, it is a form of 

communication, albeit a perverse one, between agents who experience unequal power 

relations, but who should not be analytically reduced to the statuses of victim or 

perpetrator, at the risk of “victimhood”, that is, the risk of subsuming the victimized 

person to the archetypal figure of the victim, in other words, the risk of denying the 

subject and their potentialities and contradictions (Gregori, 1993). Thus, the analyses of 

the overlapping ways of naming violence (against women; gender-based violence) and of 

the classifications surrounding what can be framed as “violence” require an effort to 

differentiate crime and violence, on the one hand; on the other hand, they indicate that 

the articulation between violence and gender is translated in such a way as to be 

understood in instances classified as “of the State” (Debert and Gregori, 2008). 

More recently, a growing body of Brazilian anthropological research, much of it 

within gender studies, has been conceiving violence as a grammar for the exercise of 

public denunciation, political organization, and emergence of new identities and 

collective subjects, such as different social movements and struggles for rights and justice 

(Leite, 2004; Vianna and Farias, 2011; Araújo, 2012; Lacerda, 2015; Rocha, 2014; Farias, 

2014; Eilbaum and Medeiros, 2016; Barros, 2016; Efrem Filho, 2017a; Silva, 2017; Lago, 

2019; Farias, Lago and Efrem Filho, 2020; Azevedo et al., 2022; Escuri, 2022; Cruz, 2024; 
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Almeida, 2025). In dialogue with the arguments of Veena Das (2020), some of these works 

highlight the analytical need to pursue not only “traumatic events” as social phenomena 

deserving of attention, but also their place in everyday life and in the ways in which 

subjects manage, in ordinary relationships and gestures, the effects of those events. This 

theoretical-methodological perspective on violence also allows for the understanding of 

the State as “process”, “practices”, and “language”, distancing itself from its reification 

and observing its constitution "in action" and, in particular, “on the margins” — that is, 

amidst territories and subjects normatively understood as "outside" or "opposed" to what 

is understood as the State. 

This is, therefore, a production that pays attention to the debates held from the 

perspective of the Anthropology of the State and Public Administration (Souza Lima, 2002; 

2012) and the Practices of Power (Teixeira; Lobo; Abreu, 2019), both to contribute to the 

argumentative efforts in rejecting the connection between “absent state” and violence, 

and to highlight the relevance of analyses on the interdependence between the 

continuous flow of state production and the production of subjects of rights, in the sense 

proposed by Aguião (2018). In short, the different ethnographic contexts presented in 

these studies complexify the approaches to what is understood by violence and indicate 

some ways in which these notions are mobilized in a “language of rights” (Vianna, 2013). 

Given that the struggles for rights and justice addressed in these studies often 

occur within the context of the accusatory attribution of criminal meanings and practices 

to specific individuals and territories—generally racialized and whose public legitimacy as 

subjects of rights or spaces for the exercise of citizenship is routinely questioned—the 

literature has incited a forceful critique of the normative understanding of “crime”. 

Therefore, instead of circumscribing crime as a fact (typical, unlawful and culpable, 

according to Criminal Law) or what certain subjects do in disregard of the previous norm, 

crime is methodologically understood as a form of constitution of subjects or of "criminal 

subjection" (Misse, 2010), so that crime is understood as inexorable criminalization 

(Efrem Filho, 2017b). In this sense, urban ethnographic research has been complexifying 

the boundaries between the State and crime, legality and illegality (Telles and Hirata, 

2007), the moral figures of the “worker” and the “bandit” (Feltran, 2011), in order to 

perceive the porosities, imprecisions, tensions and slippages that characterize such 

boundaries and the different agents that cross and compose them. 
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This theoretical field, therefore, deals with violence and crime considering 

contexts, relationships, and tensions that imply the production of subjects and 

apparatuses that are sometimes understood from the category of “State”, sometimes 

signified as an interlocutor of denunciation, sometimes recognized as a violator of rights. 

The approach to prisons presented in this dossier follows a similar analytical path in the 

sense of considering the prison institution in its productive dimension and recognizing the 

porosities, or “communicating vessels”, that constitute it (Cunha, 2003; Godoi, 2010; 

Fassin, 2019). In other words, the aim is to investigate imprisonment and its effects on 

bodies, subjects, and relationships that are produced in prisons and that, in a reciprocal 

movement, produce the institution (Bumachar, 2016; Godoi, 2017; Padovani, 2018; Lago, 

2019; Zamboni, 2020; Sander, 2021). Part of this literature works with gender and 

sexuality as languages that allow us to understand prison dynamics and the production of 

subjects within the units and in their surroundings (Padovani, 2017; Zamboni and Lago, 

2018; Sander, 2021). Other contributions draw attention to the continuities between 

prisons and other criminalized urban territories, highlighting, here, the emergence within 

prisons of organized procedures centered around the acronym PCC - Primeiro Comando 

da Capital (First Command of the Capital) - which are not restricted to prison units (Biondi, 

2009, 2014; Mallart, 2014, 2019; Feltran, 2018). Furthermore, the intersections between 

violence, the State, and criminalization processes form the basis of the argument of 

collectives and social movements whose actions produce denunciations against “state 

violence”, focusing on the prison context and its effects on the lives of incarcerated 

individuals and “prisoners' families” (Araújo, 2022; Lago, 2022; Bandeira, 2025). 

 

 

Context of development, background and articulations 

 

This brief organization of contributions and research helps us demonstrate the existence 

of a remarkable body of work in Brazilian Social Sciences, particularly in Anthropology, 

that intersects with the themes addressed in this dossier. Our goal is to articulate them 

within a single debate, deepening the ways in which violence, criminalization, and 

incarceration can be analytically treated together. 

Following this objective, the organization and publication of the dossier 

“Ethnographies in contexts of violence, criminalization, and incarceration” materialize a 
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series of dialogues and relationships that have been shaping a broad network of 

collaborations between authors, organizers and institutions. These networks are 

produced and consolidated not only through the organization of dossiers, but also 

through the organization of working groups and roundtables at scientific events, joint 

participation in debates and examination boards, and participation in discussion spaces 

within the Brazilian Anthropological Association (ABA), especially in its “Citizenship, 

Violence and State Management” Committee, which the organizers of this dossier and 

some of its authors are members of.  

It is worth noting that this is not the first dossier under our responsibility. On 

two previous occasions, we worked together to systematize reflections in scientific 

journals. In 2020, we published the dossier entitled “Mães e processos de Estado” (Farias, 

Lago, Efrem Filho, 2020a) in issue 36 of Sexualidad, Salud y Sociedad - Revista 

Latinoamericana, from the Latin American Center for Sexuality and Human Rights 

(CLAM/UERJ). Then, in 2023, we published the dossier “Gênero, sexualidade, Estado e 

violência” (Lago, Farias and Efrem Filho, 2023), in volume 55, number 2, of the “Revista 

Antropolítica”, from the Fluminense Federal University. The first of these dossiers 

gathered together young female researchers whose work explored the engagements of 

“mothers”, considering the diversity of subjects who perform and mobilize this category, 

in specific state processes, struggles for rights, and social conflicts (Farias, Lago and Efrem 

Filho, 2020b). In due course, the second dossier brought together ethnographic research 

focused on the reciprocal production between processes of State, gender, and sexuality, 

considering violence as a relevant political and analytical vector. 

“Ethnographies in contexts of violence, criminalization, and incarceration”, our 

third dossier, follows the title of two homonymous working groups held at events in 2024 

and 2025, respectively: the 34th Brazilian Anthropology Meeting, held at the Federal 

University of Minas Gerais, and the XV Meeting of Anthropology of Mercosur, at the 

Federal University of Bahia. Some of the researchers who participated in these working 

groups, as organizers, debaters, and/or paper presenters, are now also included in this 

dossier. Similarly, some participants from the “Anthropologies Against State Violence” 

Roundtable, mobilized by the organizers as part of the XV RAM program at UFBA, are also 

included in the dossier. 

First and foremost, this kind of mini-mapping of the relationships between the 

organizers and authors of the texts grouped here aims to highlight the formation of a field 

https://doi.org/10.1590/2179-8966/2026/97326


7 
 

 
 Rev. Direito Práx., Rio de Janeiro, Vol. 17, N. 1, 2026, p.1-19 

Copyright © 2026 Juliana Farias, Natália Lago e Roberto Efrem Filho  
https://doi.org/10.1590/2179-8966/2026/97326e | ISSN: 2179-8966 | e97326e 

 

of discussions, dialogues, and research that is expressed in the various activities described 

above and, of course, in this dossier, composed of people who are familiar with each 

other's work and who share a common theoretical and political horizon. Establishing a 

field like this typically requires a commitment to creating the conditions necessary for 

knowledge to be discussed, developed, and disseminated. For it to take shape and 

circulate. As mentioned, the three of us have dedicated ourselves to this endeavor for the 

past five years. However, for it to thrive, the support of open, innovative, courageous 

scientific publishing houses, open to collective learning and understanding the 

fundamental role of knowledge production in the democratic experience, has been 

essentialThis is clearly the case with the editorial staff of the Revista Direito & Práxis and, 

in particular, with Carolina Alves Vestena, who carefully followed – “closely and from the 

inside,” as anthropologists like to say1 – the step-by-step process of proposing, discussing, 

assembling, and publishing this dossier. We thank the magazine and Carolina for this, but 

especially for believing, like us, that if knowledge is linked to democracy, an essential path 

to its production lies in dialogue and action with social movements.  

 

 

The dossier, articles and authorship 

 

The organizers of the dossier “Ethnographies in contexts of violence, criminalization, and 

incarceration” challenged the researchers gathered here to reflect on the ethnographic 

practices of their research, which must address, in various ways, dimensions of violence 

in data production and writing. Violence, considering the polyphonic dimension of the 

category, requires the attention of all those involved in this proposal. Therefore, it is 

pertinent to question how to narrate situations or experiences considered violent without 

failing to reveal the analytical meanings of the scenes and, simultaneously, without 

revictimizing subjects, movements, and relationships? What ethical and political 

considerations do anthropologists employ when producing narratives about criminalized 

contexts? In this sense, the dossier is an effort to systematize discussions and 

contributions that comprise a coherent analytical body, enriched by the multiple 

emphases produced by each research in each of their ethnographic contexts.  

So, let's get to the eight articles! 

 
1 The expression is the title of an article by José Guilherme Cantor Magnani (2002). 
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The essay “A hipostasia da violência: implicações etnográficas e produção de 

conhecimento junto a movimentos sociais” is authored by the dossier's organizers, 

Roberto Efrem Filho, Natália Lago and Juliana Farias (2026), and discusses some 

dilemmas of ethnographic research conducted with social movements in contexts of 

violence, criminalization, and incarceration. The text sparks debates around ethnographic 

practice and its complex relationships with politics and the State to illuminate the 

different temporalities of political action and knowledge production, and address what its 

authors call the “hypostasis of violence”. Thus, categories such as State, violence, and 

crime are considered in light of their fluidity, ambiguities, and centrality in structuring 

narratives within fields of research and social mobilization. 

The article “A melhor prisão do Brasil: Gestão de números e vidas na Unidade 

Penitenciária Feminina de São Luís, Maranhão” by Karina Biondi (2026) discusses 

ethnographic work in the “best prison in Brazil”, articulating its argument within a “double 

perspective”. On the one hand, it produces an ethnography of documents that organizes 

the ways in which the Government of the State of Maranhão produced the “best prison 

system” just ten years after the Pedrinhas Massacre, which occurred in 2013. On the other 

hand, the anthropologist follows her daily interactions with female prisoners in the 

activities she develops in the prison. The analytical articulation of this double perspective 

allows the researcher to discuss the rights violations in the lives of the prisoners that 

shape the criteria for the production of a model prison. 

In turn, Vanessa Sander's article (2026), entitled “‘Uma onda de suicídios no 

pavilhão LGBT’: gênero, sexualidade e gestão da vida e da morte no sistema prisional”, 

focuses on the "wave of suicides" that occurred in 2021 in the LGBT wing of a penitentiary 

in Minas Gerais. By combining document analysis, participant observation, and the 

author's own participation as a witness in the legal action aimed at recognizing and 

repairing the rights violations involved in these deaths, Sander meticulously examines 

conflicting institutional dynamics and state interventions in the case. State accountability 

is diluted by the individualization of cases as “self-extermination”, on the one hand; on 

the other, gender and sexuality are mobilized ambiguously, sometimes allowing access to 

rights, sometimes supporting the expansion and capillarity of the punitive-prison 

machinery. 

Kellyn Gaiki Menegat and Flavia Medeiros (2026), in their article “‘De que 

adianta escrever certo se a gente nem sabe se chegou ao destino?’: cartas, afeto e política 
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na vida de mulheres trans e travestis encarceradas em Florianópolis/SC”, present a 

reading on the articulations between prison routines and the records that circulate there, 

especially letters and documents. Based on dialogues with transgender and transvestite 

women, the authors analytically handle the letters in order to discuss the affective bonds 

of female prisoners, their demands regarding life in prison, networks of contact between 

prisoners, family members and researchers, and the state controls to which the writings 

are subjected.  

Agustín Villarreal and Nahuel Blázquez (2026) contributed to the article entitled 

“Una represión que nunca termina. Organización de familiares y militantes anticarcelarios 

ante la ‘incertidumbre’, ‘espera’ y ‘confusión’ durante la pandemia de Covid-19”. In the 

text, the authors ethnographically present the ways in which uncertainty, confusion, and 

waiting structure the prison experience. Using the Covid-19 pandemic as an empirical 

focus, the authors follow the actions of family members of incarcerated individuals and 

of activists in order to understand ways of coping with situations of state violence in 

prison contexts. 

In due course, the article “Violence under dispute: crime, discipline and revenge 

operations in São Paulo, Brazil”, authored by Janaina Maldonado (2026), results from a 

dense ethnographic investigation that pursues the effects of a cell phone robbery that 

resulted in the death of an off-duty police officer. The ethnographer examines the 

aftermath of the robbery and murder, considering actions within the framework of the 

PCC (Primeiro Comando da Capital) and the revenge operations carried out by the São 

Paulo Military Police. Maldonado then incites an interesting debate about the unequal 

distribution of violence and the capacities to exercise and regulate its use. 

Evandro Cruz Silva (2026), in the article “’Assassinatos jurídicos’: o auto de 

resistência e letalidade do Estado no século XIX brasileiro”, questions the historical origins 

of the “auto de resistência”, a document drawn up as a state strategy to legitimize 

violence against civilians. To that end, the author goes back to public debates, still in the 

19th century, in order to question a then-consolidated interpretation according to which 

the notion of “auto de resistência” was an effect of the Civil-Military Dictatorship that 

began in 1964. Cruz Silva recognizes the auto de resistência as a device that involves the 

production of a "state truth" that combines with an “unequal management of violence”. 

Finally, Everton Rangel's (2026) article entitled “Arquivo racial: o que é e por 

que você deveria se importar” concludes our dossier and presents a discussion of the 
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racial archive as an analytical tool, capable of highlighting how racialization is organized 

and produced through documentary practices and bureaucratic languages.  

Arguing that documents are the technical infrastructure of state racism, the author 

discusses ways in which race has been neglected in studies of violence, crime, and justice, 

before emphasizing the analytical scope of the notion of racial archive “for thinking about 

the (counter)criminalization of Black people in contemporary Brazil”. 

It is in the spur of these discussions, and stirred by the desire for this 

conversation to continue, resonate, and expand, that we wish everyone wonderful 

readings!  
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