
I n t r o d u c t I o n

The afternoon begins; I take attendance. Maitén comes close 
to me and says, at a whisper, that she is not coming tomor-
row.1 “They shot at my brother in Villa Ceferina yesterday. 
He is in the hospital; he’s doing pretty good. Tomorrow I’m 
not coming.” I don’t write this conversation down in my field 
note journal. I don’t bring my notebook anymore. But I listen. 
I continue taking attendance. Next to my desk Osvaldo and 
Sami are seated. “Show it to teacher, come on, show her! 
She’s not gonna say anything,” says Sami to Osvaldo. I ask 
Sami what’s going on, and he pulls a bullet out of his pocket. 
“I found it on the sidewalk in front of my house, when I was 
coming here.” Ricardo chimes in, “it must be from last 
night . . . you could feel shots all around.” I ask them, without 
knowing, if it’s used. “No teacher, see? It has to be missing 
this part! It’s not used . . . it’s one from a .9 mm.”

I had my camera in my bag. I brought it because I am 
photographing my sixth grade students to make them a 
graduation video. I took out my camera and photographed 
the bullet. Sami asks, “Are you going to show the photos to 
my mom? Are you going to put them on the Internet?” “Why 
are you taking photos?” they asked. I responded, “Do you 
remember Javier, the man who came a couple of months ago 
to our class? Well . . . he and I are finishing a book together 
about the life of the neighborhood. Remember when I told 
you about that? We would like to tell the story of this bullet.”

fernanda’s field notes, november 27, 2012
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August 2012. It was not in our plans to visit Lucho’s grave, but 
the insistence with which his closest friends and family spoke 
about the objects and mementos left there persuaded us. One 
gray Saturday, with an overcast sky and a persistent drizzle, we 
took the 219 bus from a city center in the southern part of the 
Conurbano Bonaerense and made the trip to the cemetery on 
Belgrano Street.2 In the information office, close to the main 
entrance, a retired policeman showed us where we should ask 
about the grave’s location. Out of curiosity, and maybe out of 
boredom, he asked us for whom we were looking. We told him 
Luis Alberto Orijuela, a young man who had been one of our 
students at the Arquitecto Tucci elementary school. With a fixed 
look, in the almost empty waiting room, he said something to 
us that, in more than one way, succinctly expresses the concern 
that fills the pages of this book: “More and more the young ones 
are dying.”

“Section 23, Row 1, Grave 71,” the clerk informed us. The 
policeman showed us the path. We couldn’t remember the last 
time we had been in the cemetery, and we took note of the 
loud colors of many of the more recent graves (blue and yellow 
for those who in life had been Boca Juniors fans; red and white 
for those of River Plate; there were also graves with the colors 
of San Lorenzo, Independiente, and other soccer clubs). It was 
not easy for us to find Lucho. His grave is in the section far-
thest from the entrance, where signs are scarce. After more 
than half an hour trying to find it, we asked for help from a 
worker who was passing by on a bicycle. “Here it is. Now next 
time, you’ll know where to find it,” he said to us kindly before 
continuing on his way.

Lucho was seventeen when he was assassinated. On his 
tomb, painted with the red and white of River Plate, colorful 
flowers lived alongside empty bottles of alcohol and messages 
from his friends and family: “You have given me so much af-
fection, and we have shared so many good memories, that it is 
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truly beautiful to remember you,” “We miss you, we miss you 
so much, you were the rock that supported us, through the 
good and the bad, in times of happiness and sadness.” Far from 
there, in Arquitecto Tucci, on the wall facing the house where 
Lucho lived all his short life, his friends painted: “Lucho, we 
will never forget you” (figure 1).

Figure 1. Lucho’s grave.
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We stayed a long while before his grave, in silence. A fu-
neral proceeded nearby. Judging by the age of those who were 
there, they, too, cried for a young death. One of us, Fernanda, 
had met Lucho some years ago, when he was her student at 
School 98 in Tucci. She remembered him as a boy with a 
charming smile and a precious face, one with handsome dark 
features that seduced more than one girl in the school. He 
didn’t like to attend class, and he did little in the classroom, 
but he wasn’t a mischievous boy, at least not when he was with 
Fernanda. Always with his cap on— the same hat his family 
members would place in a small glass case in his tomb— he 
usually sat at the back of the classroom and paid little atten-
tion to the day’s lesson. Fernanda had him as a student the year 
after his mother passed. Reina had suffered from a long and 
tortuous bout of uterine cancer. Members of the staff at the 
school still remember the collections they raised to help her 
with the cost of the cabs that took her to Pena hospital, and 
the repeated “nos” of some drivers because of the sudden hem-
orrhages that Reina often had in route. Lucho many times said 
to his teacher, “I miss my mom.”

Fernanda stopped seeing Lucho after he finished sixth grade. 
However, she kept in touch by way of two of his six siblings, 
Alvaro and Samuel, who were also students of hers, and through 
other students that knew him. The rumors about Lucho’s crim-
inal activities were documented in the field journal in which 
Fernanda, over the course of thirty months, registered the sto-
ries of her students: “Lucho is stealing,” “He’s stealing at the 
Salada market with another guy from the neighborhood,” “He 
has three motorcycles, all stolen.”

The night of February 29, 2012, Lucho received multiple 
shots to his thorax and extremities. He died shortly after arriv-
ing at Redael Hospital. The stories about his death are varied, 
and we could never corroborate them. We do know that at the 
moment in which we write this, there is one suspect detained 
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for trial, a thirty- year- old man and a neighbor of Tucci. Ac-
cording to his family and some of his friends, Lucho was killed 
by a gang from outside the neighborhood that was looking for 
someone else. Even though she recognizes Lucho’s short crim-
inal career, the new partner of his father, Luna, tells us, “He 
was starting to save himself [rescatarse] . . . he had a girlfriend, 
and they were awaiting a baby . . . That’s why he wanted to save 
himself.” In the family’s version, Lucho was in the wrong place 
at the wrong time. According to others, some of them students 
of Fernanda, “Lucho was stealing at the fair, he jacked bags of 
clothes, he robbed the buses [that brought in merchandise]. 
With that he bought drugs . . . he got killed by some guys that 
wouldn’t let him steal there anymore.”

The wake was in his home. In an open casket, he wore not 
the jersey of his favorite soccer club, River Plate, but that of 
Estudiantes de la Plata. “It’s that he liked that one, he liked that 
one because it was original, the only official club jersey he 
had,” his friends told us, and then they insisted that we go visit 
him in the cemetery. A few days after that visit, Luna sent us 
photos of Lucho’s newborn baby boy from her cell phone. In 
the text message, she wrote, “See how cute?!”

Fifteen months after Lucho’s death, on November 14, 2012, 
Lucho’s brother Samuel told Fernanda that “yesterday two drug 
dealers killed two friends of Lucho’s,” apparently after they 
had stolen a motorcycle. After the story of the death of his 
brother’s friends, Samuel added, “in my neighborhood not one, 
not one is left . . . they are killing them all.”

September 2011. In the classroom where Fernanda teaches, 
Chaco colors a new version of his favorite drawing: el pibe chorro, 
the thief kid (figure 2). The drawing mixes the style of Japanese 
comics with the aesthetic of the Conurbano Bonaerense: the 
boy, with a challenging look, striped T- shirt, and ripped pants, 
holds a revolver in his right hand.
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“This is a .22,” Chaco shows Fernanda. At thirteen he al-
ready knows how to distinguish between a .9, a .22, a .38, and 
a .45. “They are very different. My uncle has a 22. I sometimes 
go with him when he goes out to rob. I go as the lookout. Did 
I tell you that my other uncle was killed by the police? He was 
robbing a bus.”

Figure 2. Pibe chorro.
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At the end of the year, Chaco will receive his primary school 
diploma, even though he is only at the level of a fourth grader. 
He spends his days at school listening to music (cumbia and re
gatón) on his cell phone.

Chaco, his four siblings, and their mother live in a house of 
exposed brick with a roof of corrugated iron sheets. There he 
shares a small room with his siblings. Tatiana, his mother, 
works as a domestic worker in the city of Buenos Aires. From 
Monday to Saturday, she leaves very early, before Chaco gets 
up to go to school; she returns around nine at night, a short 
time before Chaco goes to sleep. With the salary of a domestic 
worker, supplemented by a government social program, they 
just barely make it to the end of the month.

Chaco’s world is one of emotional and material shortages, 
and also a universe in which interpersonal violence makes it-
self present with intermittent, but brutal, frequency. Not only 
in his neighborhood, Arquitecto Tucci, where, according to 
him, “they’re all drug dealers, they shoot each other up every 
day,” but also in his home. “I want to see him dead,” Chaco 
says about his father. “In the house we don’t have anything, 
and he does nothing. He sleeps all day. He drinks a lot. And he 
fights with my mom.” Tatiana suffered the rage of her drunk-
ard partner more than once. “Last time he almost killed her,” 
Chaco shares. A neighbor of Chaco’s family described the do-
mestic quarrel: “The guy dragged her by the hair through the 
street, and he cursed her out at the top of his lungs. Thankfully, 
a neighbor saved her. She had bad luck. She cooks for him, she 
washes the clothes, and he’s a good- for- nothing. He says he’s 
a taxi driver, but he doesn’t do anything.” Chaco remembers 
perfectly the last time he saw his father: “Since she ran after 
him with a blade, he hasn’t shown up. It’s better that he doesn’t 
ever come back.”

The turbulent world in which Chaco lives and is growing 
up may explain his countless threats to his classmates: “I’m 
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gonna blow you away,” “I’m gonna shoot you in the head,” he 
yells at them, pretending to have a gun in his hands. And 
maybe it also helps to explain the destiny he believes he has, a 
future similar to that of the thieving kids he sketches so well. 
“Miss,” he says to his teacher, “one day you’re gonna see me on 
TV. I’m gonna rob a bank and they’re gonna fill me with bul-
lets. You’re gonna see me; I’m gonna be killed by the police.”

Lucho’s tragic death and Chaco’s life illustrate some of the 
different forms of violence that encircle the lives of the urban 
poor in contemporary Buenos Aires. The hows and whys of the 
copresence and concatenations of these violences among the 
marginalized are the subjects of this book.

Violence in Urban laTin america

In the last two decades, most countries in Latin America have 
witnessed a sharp increase in new forms of interpersonal vio-
lence (Koonings 2001; Koonings and Kruijt 2007; Rodgers et 
al. 2012; Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo 
[PNUD] 2013). Although violence has had a continual pres-
ence in the history of the subcontinent (Imbusch, Misse, and 
Carrión 2011), the recent skyrocketing of brutality is consid-
ered a key threat, besieging many of the newly established de-
mocracies in the region (Arias and Goldstein 2010; Pearce 
2010; Jones and Rodgers 2009; Caldeira 2000).

Although the “newness” of this violence has been the subject 
of much scholarly debate among academics (see, for example, 
Hume 2009; Wilding 2010), most agree that the region has 
seen a significant change since the early 1990s in the prevalent 
forms of violence. This recent violence is “increasingly available 
to a variety of social actors,” is no longer an exclusive “resource 
of elites or security forces,” and includes “everyday criminal and 
street violence, riots, social cleansing, private account selling, po-
lice arbitrariness, paramilitary activities, post– Cold War guerril-
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las, etc.” (Koonings 2001:403). As Peter Imbusch, Michel Misse, 
and Fernando Carrión assert in their comprehensive review of 
violence research in the region, political violence “has now re-
ceded significantly in most countries of the continent” (2011:95), 
while other forms have multiplied (i.e., interpersonal violence, 
drug- related violence, domestic abuse, child abuse, and sexual 
assault). These forms of violence are quite varied and, in contrast 
with past modes, are now located mostly in urban areas.

Contrary to public discourse that frames “public insecurity” 
as a sort of disease affecting everybody in equal ways, this “new” 
urban violence is highly stratified. It impacts the most dis-
advantaged populations in disproportionate ways (Gay 2005; 
Brinks 2008; Centro de Estudios Legales y Sociales [CELS] 
2009), particularly adolescents and young adults (Imbusch, 
Misse, and Carrión 2011), both as victims and as perpetrators. 
Most of this violence, furthermore, is concentrated within the 
poor neighborhoods, slums, and shantytowns of the region 
(Moser and McIlawine 2004; for Rio de Janeiro, see Gay 2005, 
Perlman 2010, Wilding 2010, and Penglase 2010; for Santi-
ago, see Lunecke 2008; for Managua, see Rodgers 2006, 2009; 
for Medellín, see Ponce de León- Calero 2014; for Guatemala, 
see O’Neill and Thomas 2011) to the point of becoming “the 
defining feature of life in such settlements at the beginning of 
the 21st century” (Rodgers et al. 2012:15). It is in one of these 
“territories of urban relegation” (Wacquant 2008) that one of 
us works as an elementary schoolteacher and where—some-
times together, other times individually, other times with the 
help of research assistants— we conducted thirty months of 
ethnographic fieldwork focusing on the uses and forms of in-
terpersonal violence.

Buenos Aires is no exception to this stratified depacifica-
tion of daily life. There, the increase of social and criminal vi-
olence is beyond dispute (Observatorio de la Deuda Social 
 Argentina [ODSA] 2011). Official data for the province of 
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Buenos Aires, for example, show a doubling of crime rates be-
tween 1995 and 2008, from 1,114 to 2,010 criminal episodes 
per 100,000 residents and from 206 to 535 crimes against per-
sons per 100,000 residents (Dirección Nacional de Política Crim-
inal [DNPC] 2008). Sexual and domestic abuse has also been 
on the rise during the last two decades.3

Different from general treatments of increasing crime and 
violence in the region and/or some particular cities (see PNUD 
2013), this book focuses on a specific social universe, a concrete 
locality, where interpersonal violence is marked by “an exces-
siveness which allows us better to perceive the facts than in 
those places where, although no less essential, they still remain 
small- scale and involuted” (Mauss 1979 [1916]). The poor neigh-
borhood we call Arquitecto Tucci has been a “hot spot” of crim-
inal activity for more than a decade. Fifteen years ago, a jour-
nalistic report on the neighborhood cited police sources that 
mentioned the high occurrence of crime in the area (Torresi 
1998). However, these days violent crime has reached unprec-
edented levels. According to the municipal Defensoría Gen-
eral, homicides in Arquitecto Tucci increased 180 percent since 
2007— from a total number of seventeen in that year to forty- 
eight between January and October 2012 alone (the popula-
tion of the municipality where Arquitecto Tucci is located 
grew only 4.2 percent between 2001 and 2010). The murder 
rate in Arquitecto Tucci is thus 28.4 per 100,000 residents— 
four times that of the state of Buenos Aires. The population of 
Arquitecto Tucci is roughly 28 percent of the total population 
of the municipal district (pop. 600,000). Yet out of a total sixty- 
five homicides that took place in the municipal district during 
2012, 58 percent occurred in Arquitecto Tucci (Corte Suprema 
de Justicia de la Nación [CSJN] 2013).4

Physicians who have been working in the emergency rooms 
at the local hospital and local health center confirm the sky-
rocketing of interpersonal violence in Tucci. “Today,” says a doc-
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tor with fifteen years of experience in the district, “it is much 
more common to attend to patients with injuries provoked by 
gunshots or knives . . . at least one per day.” The director of the 
emergency room at the local hospital that serves the popula-
tion of Arquitecto Tucci seconds this general impression: during 
the last decade, he says, there has been a 10 percent annual in-
crease in the number of those wounded by gunshots or knives 
(heridos por armas de fuego y arma blanca). The figures provided 
by the emergency room at the main public hospital in the neigh-
borhood confirmed this assessment. During 2010, physicians 
there attended to 109 injured by knives and 191 injured by gun-
shots (90 percent of them were men younger than twenty- five). 
This represents a 10 percent increase from 2009.

Although no official figures exist, interviews with social work-
ers and teachers at the local school indicate that sexual violence 
and physical aggression between family members and intimate 
partners have also intensified. If we are to avoid reproducing the 
“masculinist silences” (Hume 2009) implicit in the ways in which 
violence is measured, attention to homicide and public violence 
data should be complemented with an equal consideration of 
these other forms of interpersonal violence, such as sexual and/
or domestic aggression. In the pages that follow, we examine the 
ways in which public and private violence(s) (drug- related vio-
lence, street violence, intimate violence) overlap, intersect, and, 
in doing so, blur these very boundaries.

Violence aT The Urban margins:  
an eThnograPhic reconsTrUcTion

This book examines the sources, uses, and forms of interper-
sonal violence in the everyday life of men and women, adults 
and children, living in a marginalized neighborhood in con-
temporary Argentina. It also scrutinizes the manifold ways in 
which the routines and practices they devise serve to cope and 



12 | Introduction 

deal with this overwhelming violence. For the purposes of the 
analysis that follows, we adopt a modified version of the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) definition of violence as “the 
intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, 
against oneself, another person, or against a group or commu-
nity, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting 
in injury, death, [or] psychological harm” (WHO 2002:4). Our 
ethnographic work focuses attention on interpersonal and col
lective violence. The first includes family and intimate partner 
violence (i.e., physical aggression “between family members 
and intimate partners, usually, though not exclusively, taking 
place in the home” [ibid. 5]) and community violence (i.e., phys-
ical aggression “between individuals who are unrelated, and 
who may or may not know each other, generally taking place 
outside the home” [ibid.]). Our definition of collective vio-
lence departs from the WHO’s in that it refers to any “episodic 
social interaction that immediately inflicts physical damage on 
persons and/or objects (‘damage’ includes forcible seizure of 
persons or objects over restraint or resistance), involves at least 
two perpetrators of damage, and results at least in part from 
coordination among persons who perform the damaging acts” 
(Tilly 2003:12). By contrast, the WHO’s definition confines 
collective violence to that inflicted “by larger groups such as 
states, organized political groups, militia groups and terrorist 
organizations” (2002:4).

As we will describe below, more encompassing definitions 
of violence, which include structural and/or symbolic forms 
( Jackman 2002; Farmer 2004; Bourgois 2009), inspired and 
informed our perspective on the forms and uses of violence on 
the ground, but for analytical purposes, we decided to restrict 
our definition of the phenomenon to the “behavior by persons 
against persons that intentionally threatens, attempts, or actu-
ally inflicts physical harm” (Reiss and Roth 1993:35). There 
are, in our view, clear analytical advantages of such a circum-
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scribed definition of violence. Paraphrasing the late historian, 
sociologist, and political scientist Charles Tilly (2003), we could 
say that spreading the term “violence” across all sorts of rela-
tions that we consider unjust, exploitative, or oppressive un-
dermines the effort to explain violence. All- encompassing defi-
nitions, in fact, prevent us from asking— as we attempt to do 
in the pages that follow— about effective causal relationships 
between structural processes such as informalization, increas-
ing inequality, and/or unlawful state action, on one side, and 
interpersonal physical damage, on the other.

Daily violence chokes the daily life of the dispossessed with 
such an overwhelming intensity and frequency that throughout 
the course of our investigation and writing, we oftentimes won-
der how anyone could, to invoke Jaslyn’s meditation about her 
mother’s uncertain future in Colum McCann’s jarring Let the 
Great World Spin, crawl away from that life and walk away in-
tact. Although the actual long-  and medium- term effects of 
exposure to violence are not the empirical focus of our research 
(their analysis would have required a very different research de-
sign), the area where we conducted our fieldwork is such a hos-
tile terrain to live in that, since the time we decided to focus on 
violence as the main topic of our research, the main concern— at 
once scholarly, ethical, and political—underpinning our research                                       
and writing revolved around the hard-to-dissipate marks that 
such a crushing violence is leaving in the hearts, minds, and 
bodies of those living at the urban margins.5

Crime (robberies and homicides) in the area has increased 
as a result of the informalization of the local economy (infor-
mality that, as we will see, takes a very concrete physical form), 
the growth and expansion of the trade of illicit drugs, and the 
intermittent, contradictory, and selective presence of the state 
(in the form of the local police) in the area. The depacification 
of daily life in Arquitecto Tucci is, in other words, the result of 
both economic and political processes. One of our self- appointed 
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tasks is to analyze the specific routes by which these processes 
are making the area more violent. How and why has the growth 
of an informal market located within the geographic boundar-
ies of the neighborhood increased violence in daily interac-
tions? How does drug dealing feed violence? How does state 
action amplify interpersonal violence?

Together with this larger explanatory aim, a second task of 
the book will be to dissect the uses and forms of violence that 
prevail in the area. Much of the violence under the ethnographic 
microscope here resembles that which has been dissected by 
students of street violence in the United States, that is, it is the 
product of interpersonal retaliation and remains encapsulated in 
dyadic exchanges ( Jacobs 2004; Mullins, Wright, and Jacobs 
2004; Jacobs and Wright 2006; Papachristos 2009). An eye for 
an eye, a tooth for a tooth: in this, the violence in Tucci resem-
bles that which pervades daily life in the most dangerous of US 
ghettos or inner cities, Brazilian favelas, Colombian comunas, 
and other relegated zones throughout the Americas. However, 
upon casting a wider net to include other forms of physical ag-
gression (sexual, domestic, and intimate) that take place inside 
and outside the home, and that intensely shape the course of 
residents’ daily lives, we will begin to see that violence is used for 
many diverse goals and takes different forms. Violence in the 
area, we will argue by way of ethnographic demonstration, serves 
more than just retaliatory purposes, and its many forms often 
link with one another beyond only dyadic relationships. There 
are other forms of physical aggression that take place inside 
poor households and outside in dilapidated streets, and that ex-
tend beyond the one- on- one interpersonal interaction acquir-
ing a less clearly delineated, more expansive, form. Violence 
does not always remain confined to reciprocal exchange, and it 
sometimes spreads throughout the social fabric of a community, 
resembling a chain that connects different types of physical 
harm. Part of our task will be to reconstruct this concatenation 
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of events and show the reader that what looks like an isolated 
incident is, in fact, part of a larger interactional sequence.

Amid pervasive interpersonal violence, scared residents es-
tablish routines and weave relations to cope with (and respond 
to) the constant danger that besieges them and their beloved 
ones. In doing so, they exercise what anthropologists Veena Das 
(2012) and Michael Lambek (2010) call “ordinary ethics.” Our 
third task will be to inspect the ethical routines and practices 
(some individual, others collective, some violent, others not) that 
residents of this very dangerous neighborhood use to respond 
to overwhelming interpersonal violence. Violence, many a so-
cial scientific account demonstrates (Anderson 1999; Bourgois 
1995; Das 1990; Garbarino 1993), shatters and unravels routine 
daily existence. But a plethora of “small acts [that] allow life to 
be knitted pair by pair” (Das 2012:139) also exists (see Villarreal 
forthcoming). The ethical (here understood as a sense of duty 
of what is the correct thing to be done, that is, a moral striving 
[Lambek 2010]) lies precisely there, and our aim will be to lo-
cate, unearth, and dissect these “raveling” practices, particularly 
expressions of care amid a violence that corrodes community life.

According to Tilly, observers of human violence can be divided 
into three camps: “idea people, behavior people, and relation peo-
ple” (2003:5). Emphasizing consciousness as the foundation of— 
and spring for— human action, the first camp claims that

humans acquire beliefs, concepts, rules, goals, and values 
from their environments, reshape their own (and each 
other’s) impulses in conformity with such ideas, and act 
out their socially acquired ideas. . . . [I]deas concerning 
the worth of others and the desirability of aggressive ac-
tions significantly affect the propensity of a person or a 
people to join in collective violence. To stem violence, 
goes the reasoning, we must suppress or eliminate de-
structive ideas. (ibid.)
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Behavior people, the second camp, put more stress on “the au-
tonomy of motives, impulses, and opportunities” (ibid. 5– 6). 
While some point toward “human evolution as the origin of 
aggressive action, individual or collective,” others “avoid evolu-
tionary explanations, but still speak of extremely general needs 
and incentives for domination, exploitation, respect, deference, 
protection, or security that underlie collective violence. Still 
others adopt resolutely economistic stances, seeing violence as 
a means of acquiring goods and services” (ibid. 6). Tilly prefers, 
and our analysis is inspired and informed by, the third camp: 
relation people. This perspective makes “transactions among 
persons and groups far more central than do idea and behavior 
people” (ibid.). It is through interchanges with other humans— 
exchanges that always involve some negotiation and creativity— 
that we develop personalities and practices. For relation people, 
“ideas thus become means, media, and products of social inter-
change, while motives, impulses, and opportunities only oper-
ate within continuously negotiated social interaction” (ibid.). 
Taming violence, in this view, “depends less on destroying bad 
ideas, eliminating opportunities, or suppressing impulses than 
on transforming relations among persons and groups” (ibid.). 
We do not deny the existence of ideas and motivations (in fact, 
we will devote time examining intended “uses” of violence), but, 
being “relation people,” we believe that the first are a product of 
social interactions and the second always operate in interactive 
contexts. Accordingly, our analysis of daily violence at the urban 
margins places analytical emphasis on concatenations and in-
teractions over violent impulses or ideas about violence.

A dispute between dealers over missing payments, like the 
ones that oftentimes took place during our fieldwork, can be 
seen as the expression of retaliatory violence— and so can a 
woman’s violent reaction to the assault of her drunkard partner. 
But when dealers barge into a home, point a gun at the face of 
the mother of an addict, and claim a drug payment, and when 
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this same mother threatens to “break the fingers” of her ad-
dicted son (or, actually, punches him until she sees “blood com-
ing out of his face,” or calls the cops she knows are involved in 
drug trafficking to have her son arrested and taken away) in 
order to prevent him from stealing things from her house 
(things like a small TV set that he then sells to finance his ad-
diction) that do not belong to his mother but to her second 
husband who, enraged by the missing items, often beats her— 
then we are confronting concatenated violent exchanges, and 
we need to move beyond one- on- one retaliation to better un-
derstand what violence is about. Rather than “telling” about 
violent interactions and concatenations, we will, following the 
very best of the now reborn ethnographic tradition in sociol-
ogy, privilege the “ethnographic showing” (for exemplars, see 
Desmond 2007; Comfort 2008; Contreras 2012; Goffman 2014). 
Rather than simply asserting that different types of violence are 
connected, we want the reader to be able to see, through our 
ethnographic material, how these concatenations operate in the 
real time and space of a relegated urban area.

The ethnographic vignettes below will show the many in-
terconnections between diverse deployments of violence. We 
were there, as observant participants in the school, in the homes, 
in the streets, and in the communal soup kitchen, and we are 
now here, attempting what, to paraphrase anthropologist Nancy 
Scheper- Hughes, we call a “good enough reconstruction” of 
what we saw, heard, and witnessed. This showing rather than 
telling is crucial, we believe, in order to abuse neither our au-
thority as writers nor the readers’ trust.

If we are to avoid misleading and stigmatizing interpreta-
tions of what violence at the urban margins is all about, then 
context is crucial. In order to understand and explain violent 
concatenations, we need to engage in what Carol Heimer calls 
“radical contextualization” (1988). Part of the analytical recon-
struction of each selected episode involves its placement in its 
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larger structural context and in its most immediate situational 
one. This, we also know, is easier said than done. When at-
tempting to understand each violent interaction, we struggled 
hard, as American novelist Richard Ford so eloquently put it, 
to simultaneously hold in the mind the objective and subjec-
tive contexts, “one so close to the other . . . as two sides of ” that 
“one thing” we call violence. Given that we will present the eth-
nographic material in its full detail, the reader should be able 
to judge whether or not we succeeded in the attempt.

Without an understanding of the ways in which those in-
volved in violence make sense of it (how they use it, experience 
it, and what they try to accomplish with it), we would be left 
with a rather limited and limiting examination of violence as 
simply caused by macrostructural forces. True, “big structures” 
and “large processes”— in our case, a patriarchal state that en-
gages in illegal practices, the vast informalization of the econ-
omy, and the growth of illicit drug trade— are key factors in 
the perpetuation of some forms of violence and the increase of 
others. But an account of large- scale structures and processes 
is not enough to understand and explain the diverse (and in-
terconnected) forms of interpersonal brutality found on the 
ground. In order to do so, we need to reconstruct the perspec-
tives of those who as victims, perpetrators, and/or witnesses 
(roles that, as we will see, are always in flux) are within this 
maelstrom of multiple and oftentimes vicious forms of physi-
cal aggression. Reconstructing and explaining (or, in Pierre Bour-
dieu’s perspective, “understanding”) the “locals’ points of view” 
as they are expressed in the course of daily interaction— still a de-
fining feature of “good enough” ethnographic research— should 
thus complement and enrich our analysis of the objective con-
text of violence. We emphasize reconstruction and explanation 
because, as Annick Prieur reminded us a while ago, it is still 
“necessary and valuable . . . to try to understand a culture in the 
way the participants understand it themselves, to take on their 
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point of view— to dare to take on their point of view—regard-
less of how politically and morally incorrect it may be” (1998:21, 
her emphasis). But if we are to move beyond a mere “collection 
of personal testimonies,” we need to “try to understand why 
their perception is the way it is.” And for this, again, contexts 
are crucial.

By the end of this book, the reader will not know why this or 
that neighbor beats his or her child, why this or that husband 
punches his wife, why this or that youngster robs a neighbor at 
gunpoint, or why this or that resident shoots at another one. 
But she or he will understand how and why violence in the 
Arquitecto Tucci neighborhood is a routine way of dealing with 
everyday life issues inside and outside the home. In other words, 
the reader will be able to understand how and why physical 
aggression is part of the local repertoire of action— a habitual 
way of acting on individual and collective interests.6 The reader 
will thus be able to make sense of residents’ reliance on vio-
lence to address individual and collective problems (from dis-
ciplining a misbehaving child to establishing authority in the 
neighborhood or at home). Considering violence as part of a 
repertoire, as we do here, does not mean that all of the resi-
dents in the relegated urban area under consideration resort to 
violence as a way of solving daily problems— in the same sense 
that the existence of a repertoire of collective action does not 
mean that all citizens participate in a particular form of joint 
action (Tilly 1986; 1995). Approaching violence as an element 
within a repertoire, on the contrary, means that violence is an 
established “know- how,” a familiar practice that is useful in 
dealing with the difficulties that daily life presents at the urban 
margins (a rape threat, a robbery, an “out- of- control” child, etc.).

At first sight, many of the episodes we will present through-
out the book might look like cruel actions. In other words, they 
may seem to be driven by the intention of imposing pain on a 
weaker human being with the exclusive aim of causing angst or 
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fear, that is, pure and simple “cruelty” (Shklar 1985). However, 
the violent acts that seem to have one end (e.g., to humiliate 
and/or frighten) have, in fact, another one— an aim that reveals 
itself after careful and sustained scrutiny. Let’s listen to the 
mother who stops beating her child only after she sees blood 
coming out of her own hands, or to another one who chains her 
daughter to the bed (or whips her with a stick). She describes 
in detail the mechanics of violence— the form in which she 
punches, the marks left on her and her loved ones’ bodies— but 
also the frustration and impotence that lead to those hurting 
movements. If we keep listening, and if we attempt to take her 
point of view— again, if we dare to take her point of view— we 
will see that the ultimate aim of that violence over a weaker 
being is not to instill fear in the victim (in which case we could, 
in effect, call it a “cruel” action). The production of fear is, from 
the point of view of the perpetrator, a means to prevent a 
greater evil (as we will see, this can take the form of “bad com-
pany,” “drug addiction,” etc.), a way of solving (or attempting to 
solve) a pressing, urgent problem. As experienced by many a 
perpetrator, violence is oftentimes seen as an attempt to break 
a very dangerous sequence of events (which, as we will see, takes 
the following form for most residents: drugs → robbery → death 
or prison). By the book’s end we hope the reader will under-
stand that what from the outside looking in gives the impres-
sion of an exercise of cruelty is from the inside looking out part 
of a repertoire that makes sense only if we carefully consider the 
circumstances under which it operates.

a noTe on meThoD: a sociologisT  
anD an elemenTary schoolTeacher  
Join forces

This book is a product of the collaboration between an ele-
mentary schoolteacher who has worked in the area since 2003 
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and a sociologist who first came to the neighborhood twenty- 
five years ago (when he was a political party activist), and who 
returned there, intermittently as a researcher, between 2009 
and 2012. The book is based on the analysis of field notes writ-
ten by the teacher at the end of each working day (she worked 
in three different schools in the area during the time of our 
fieldwork) and of in- depth interviews conducted with dozens 
of residents, with doctors who work at the local hospital and 
health center, with police agents who work at the local pre-
cinct, and with school personnel. The analysis also draws upon 
material collected during focus groups organized with local 
high school students, pictures taken by elementary schoolchil-
dren as part of a photography workshop we organized at the 
local school, and drawings made by students on what they per-
ceive to be positive and negative aspects of their neighbor-
hood. The book is also based on the analysis of official records 
and newspaper reports, and on one hundred short interviews 
that sought to identify residential patterns, sources of employ-
ment, levels of education, and the most common problems 
identified by the population under investigation.7 During 2010 
and 2011, Agustín Burbano de Lara (then a sociology senior 
at the University of Buenos Aires) joined our research team 
and conducted observations and in- depth interviews at one of 
the local soup kitchens. We use some of the stories that Agustín 
collected during six months of intensive and demanding field-
work—properly noticing when they come from his own eth-
nographic immersion. The methodological appendix provides 
further detail on the data production techniques that went 
into the makings of this book.

We did not begin our fieldwork with the intention of cap-
turing violence in real time and space. Field research started as 
an attempt to replicate the study of “environmental suffering” 
that one of us, together with a “native anthropologist,” had car-
ried out in a highly contaminated shantytown neighborhood 
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named Flammable (Auyero and Swistun 2009). We wanted to 
know how contamination was experienced when its sources 
were not as visible as in Flammable, a neighborhood that sits 
adjacent to a very large petrochemical compound. Only a few 
weeks into our research, the local school students began to 
bring us— together with “toxic stories” (the open- air garbage 
dumps, the rats that were “all over,” the “potable” water that 
tastes like oil)— accounts of murders, rapes, shootings, and do-
mestic fights. When we asked them to draw the things they 
liked in their neighborhood and the things they disliked, they 
came back with the quite graphic illustrations that we present 
in chapter 2: sketches where interpersonal violence has prom-
inent presence. As a result of this initial— quite unexpected—
encounter with local viewpoints, we decided to shift the em-
pirical focus of our investigation.

At the beginning, we did not know how to approach our 
main subject. We were, to be frank, quite astonished. Our daily 
records of violence(s) of shootings, fights, and so on ran paral-
lel to our somewhat frantic readings of scholarship on the topic—
reading that, both in sociology and psychology, tends to treat 
different forms of violence (domestic, sexual, street, drug- related) 
as distinct and discrete phenomena. That is why, at the begin-
ning of our fieldwork, we tried to understand a dispute inside 
the home as an interaction divorced from, say, a shooting be-
tween drug dealers— and there are very good scholarly reasons 
to preserve the analytic distinction between these different types. 
The case of an attempted rape of a young girl followed by a 
beating perpetrated by a group of neighbors on the presumed 
sexual predator alerted us to the possible connections between 
forms of violence that, in our records, appear disassociated. 
Slowly, we began to construct a different object of research— 
not one focused on the individual acts of violence but on their 
concatenations.
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A few months into our fieldwork, one of us wrote the fol-
lowing field note:

August 20, 2009. Victor, my student (ten years old), tells me 
that yesterday, a “kid was killed” close to his home. “It was a 
band of thieves, or maybe they were drug dealers.” Another 
student, Samantha (nine) says that she was on the sidewalk 
when she heard the shooting. Moved and scared, I tell them 
to be careful. In unison, Samantha and Victor reply, “Oh, 
don’t worry teacher, we are used to it.”

Since we recorded this note, we not only began to expand the 
scope of our investigation (to include diverse forms of violence 
such as domestic and sexual, and to analyze the way in which 
they link with one another and with more “public” ones, in the 
street and in the household) but also attempted to excavate 
deeper in order to examine both violent interactions and the 
“hearts and minds”— that is, the subjectivities— of those who 
perpetrate and suffer them.

on The roaD aheaD: Theory,  
PoinTillism, anD ParaDoxes

Observations, formal interviews, informal conversations, 
newspaper reports, and official records collected during thirty 
months of team fieldwork point to interpersonal violence in 
the area as what anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1966) would 
call a “total social fact,” that is, a relational activity that not only 
has deeper roots in (and larger implications throughout) soci-
ety but that is at once economic, political, and ethical, private and 
public, individual and collective. The chapters that follow will 
examine all these different dimensions of violence and place 
them under the ethnographic microscope.
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Chapter 1 begins with a general description of the extreme 
levels of material deprivation and the meager forms of pallia-
tive state assistance that characterize daily life in the neigh-
borhood where we conducted our fieldwork. We examine the 
neighborhood’s recent history as one marked by deindustrial-
ization and informalization— both processes driven by the 
great neoliberal transformation that the country as a whole 
went through in the last forty years. We then examine the for-
mation and pacification of the informal street market known 
as La Salada (an important source of jobs for the local popula-
tion), and the depacification of its surrounding area. We delve 
into the twenty- year history and current operation of La Sal-
ada in order to examine the role violence played in the origins 
of the market, and the ways in which the daily functioning of 
the market has, over time, become more “civilized” (i.e., devoid 
of violence, as in the sense used by Norbert Elias [1978; 1994]). 
Here we pay particular attention to the role played by manag-
ers and enforcers in concentrating the means of violence and 
extraction. Drawing upon available crime data, interviews with 
primary informants, and ethnographic fieldwork, the last sec-
tion of this chapter scrutinizes the increasing levels of inter-
personal violence in the area adjacent to the market as the re-
sult of expanding opportunities for crime.

Not all the violence that shakes poor people’s lives in Arqui-
tecto Tucci is opportunistic, tied to the operation of the in-
formal market, or confined to retaliatory dyadic relationships. 
Chapter 2 begins with a series of ethnographic descriptions of 
the different types of violence that coexist in the neighbor-
hood and sometimes overlap in the everyday life of its resi-
dents. After a summary treatment of the different ways in 
which social science has approached the issue of interpersonal 
violence, we engage in a series of ethnographic reconstructions 
that depict the concatenations of different types of intentional 
perpetration of physical harm.
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When confronted with such levels of interpersonal violence, 
political sociology is compelled to ask how the state polices 
poor people’s disputes. Such is the task of chapter 3, where we 
examine the intermittent, skewed, and contradictory character 
of state presence at the urban margins. We pay particular at-
tention to the role of the local police in the area and the way it 
partakes in the crime it is supposed to be controlling and also 
reveal the deeply political character of violence in the area.

In chapter 4 we further scrutinize this political dimension 
by exploring the forms of collective action that it engenders, 
and the paradoxical forms of informal social control that rely 
on state agents as key actors. We also explore the ethical di-
mension of violence by examining the practices and routines 
residents engage in to protect themselves and their loved ones. 
In the conclusion, we draw upon the main findings presented 
in each chapter and establish parallels and convergences with 
other territories of urban relegation in the Americas in order 
to sketch the outline of a political sociology of urban margin-
ality. Overall, our reconstruction reveals the somewhat equivo-
cal character of violence in the area. Violence dislocates individ-
uals’ lives and disrupts the collective life of the neighborhood. 
But acts of aggression and the fearful responses they generate 
also provide some sort of (albeit, partial and transitory) order— 
a momentary oasis of peaceful truce in the midst of a concat-
enation of violent events. As we will see in the case of the in-
formal market, violence also gives birth to (more lasting) sta-
bility—upon which nonviolent transactions are able to take 
place and expand.

With the exception of a brief description of the different 
ways in which interpersonal violence has been understood and 
explained in academic literature, the reader will find neither 
detailed analytic recipes nor large theoretical proclamations. 
In our view, the best proof of a useful theorization and of an 
adequate recipe (and of a careful reading of extant scholarship) 



26 | Introduction 

does not lie in a chapter that describes the “frame” of the re-
search but in the actual utilization of these theoretical and 
analytical tools. Theory for us is, indeed, a tool box. The sto-
ries we present below were reconstructed with a set of ana-
lytic and theoretical concerns in mind (about the origins, 
forms, and effects of interpersonal violence). In other words, 
we made theoretically informed choices regarding what story 
to present and what aspects of it to emphasize. These stories 
are not— despite possible appearances to the contrary—stories 
of in dividuals but of violence. Different perspectives guided 
the construction of our sociological object, but we decided, 
both for readability and for convictions about the ways in 
which theory should be mobilized, to embed these different 
scholarly approaches in our analysis—as opposed to the usual 
style that divorces theory from description and interpretation 
in the (sadly, still present) form of a (usually overtheorized) 
frame filled with “authority citations” and subsequent “empir-
ical section.”

While we seek to extend and refine (Burawoy 1991) a set 
of theories about interpersonal violence without falling into 
the scholastic trap of overtheorization, our tight focus on vio-
lent interpersonal interactions runs what we could call the 
“risk of pointillism”8— a hazard that regularly affects ethno-
graphic research. A technique of painting, in which tiny dots 
of primary colors (our meticulous reconstructions of violent 
interactions) are used in patterns to create an image (in our 
case, violence at the urban margins), a pointillist ethnography 
of violence should not lose sight of what lies at the root of the 
increase of some forms of violence and the persistence of oth-
ers. In order to avoid this risk, much of the narrative that fol-
lows goes back and forth between what anthropologist Clif-
ford Geertz (1973) aptly termed the “small facts” and the 
“larger issues” while— and herein lies the greatest “Seuratian” 
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challenge—making sure that the connections between them 
are clearly specified. Some chapters emphasize more detailed 
reconstructions while others provide broader parameters. Hope-
fully, by the end of this book, the reader will have a good sense 
of the general picture, that is, the processes and mechanisms 
that structure violence at the margins from outside the spe-
cific harmful interactions.

Violence lives a double life. It leads one life in the objectiv-
ity of murder rates, the numbers of injuries and surgeries, and 
the geographical locations of physical attacks (inside the home, 
in the street, in this or that area of the neighborhood). It lives 
another life in the subjectivities of victims, perpetrators, and 
witnesses— in the experience of violence and the meanings 
assigned to it. A social scientific approach to violence should 
thus exert a double reading, attentive to its objective and sub-
jective dimensions but keenly aware of the fact that violence, 
paraphrasing Émile Durkheim, must ultimately be explained 
not by the conceptions of it created by those who participate 
in it (as important as these conceptions are), but by the pro-
found causes that oftentimes escape their awareness. In order 
to do so— that is, in order to engage in a double reading that, 
attentive to the dots, does not lose sight of the larger picture— 
the focus of our sociological analysis will be on both relations 
and interactions: not on violent “individuals” or “institutions” 
but on many types of relations (between the space of the neigh-
borhood and the larger social structure, between the neigh-
borhood and the adjacent informal market, and between the 
neighborhood and the state) and interactions (between part-
ners inside and outside the household, residents in and out of 
the streets, neighbors and police agents, etc.). The violence of 
these interactions, we believe, can only be understood and ex-
plained with the larger economic and political dynamics in 
mind. Otherwise, there will just be dots. In other words, although 
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our focus will be on the interactional concatenation of vio-
lence, we should not lose sight of the historical chain of events 
that have led to the present moment. In chapter 1 we precisely 
seek to bring this history to the foreground. The everyday 
structuring of violent concatenations explored in the ethno-
graphic chapters is intimately linked with the historical struc-
ture examined in this chapter— concatenations and depacifi-
cation are mutually imbricated. We ask the reader to keep this 
in mind because it will enhance our understanding of both the 
chronic uncertainty within which Tucci residents live and the 
repertoire that emerges from (and sustains) it.

The bulk of this book focuses on what residents in Arqui-
tecto Tucci do, think, and feel about violence— and on the 
enigmas and paradoxes that these practices, beliefs, and feel-
ings present to us. When a woman grabs an apple with her 
hands, breaks it into two halves, and states that it was “just like 
this . . . practicing with the apple,” that she learned what she 
calls “killing techniques,” and then adds that her grandfather 
“taught her self- defense” to protect herself from her brothers, 
the story will alert us to the “learned” character of violence. 
When a ten- year- old boy shows us his new cell phone and 
tells us that his father, a police agent, gave it to him as a pres-
ent after having taken it from a thief, or when a dealer de-
scribes her agreements with the local police, these stories make 
us reflect on the presence of the state in the area. When moth-
ers of neighborhood adolescents resort to a police force they 
distrust to discipline their sons and daughters, a detailed de-
scription of how this happens leads us to unveil a “voluntary” 
involvement in forms of state control. A thorough reconstruc-
tion of a domestic fight that occurred after a dispute over 
drugs, in turn, shows us the way to think about and closely 
examine the possible concatenations of different types of vio-
lence. Thus, what might look like “tiny dots” in the pointillist 
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analogy— or “simply anecdotes” in the criticism often launched 
against ethnographic evidence— are, in fact, analytical recon-
structions whose purpose is to offer a good enough under-
standing and explanation of the dynamics of interpersonal 
violence at the urban margins.




