UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM
X

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

[Review of Tomas Salem (2024) Policing the Favelas of Rio de Janeiro:
Cosmologies of War and the Far-Right]

Maurity Frossard, Carolina

DOI
10.3167/arcs.2025.110115

Publication date
2025

Document Version
Final published version

Published in
Conflict and Society

License
CcCBY

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):

Maurity Frossard, C. (2025). [Review of Tomas Salem (2024) Policing the Favelas of Rio de
Janeiro: Cosmologies of War and the Far-Right]. Conflict and Society, 11( 1), 215-217.
https://doi.org/10.3167/arcs.2025.110115

General rights

It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations

If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

UVA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

Download date:10 108 2026


https://doi.org/10.3167/arcs.2025.110115
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/review-of-tomas-salem-2024-policing-the-favelas-of-rio-de-janeiro-cosmologies-of-war-and-the-farright(cbb19347-9c20-4475-9fd8-4e03e2de9fc4).html
https://doi.org/10.3167/arcs.2025.110115

Book Reviews = 215

slipping into catatonia, becoming as still as
the paperwork sealing her fate.

This is creative anthropology at its finest—
lyrical, reflexive, porous. It does not observe
from a distance, but immerses. It lets the
seams show. The Trauma Mantras operates
at the very edge of what ethnography is sup-
posed to be, refusing the rigid structures that
make suffering feel like a case study. Trauma
here does not sit still; it flickers, disperses,
takes on new forms. Kusserow’s prose poems
allow for a different kind of engagement—
one that is sensory, fractured, immersive. By
refusing the tidy scaffolding of conventional
ethnographic writing, the book embodies the
very instability it seeks to describe. It does not
impose coherence; it gestures toward the ways
trauma leaks, evades, reconstitutes itself.

And this is what makes The Trauma Man-
tras so significant to the anthropology of
trauma: it does not just critique the extractive
practices of conventional ethnography; it
rewires the very grammar of how suffering
is written. Kusserow does not claim to give
voice to the traumatized—she rejects the
paternalism of that impulse. Instead, she
asks how voice itself becomes a commodity,
how stories are shaped for funding applica-
tions, asylum cases, therapeutic frameworks,
political leverage. She challenges anthropol-
ogy to confront its own complicity in these
processes, to resist the desire to translate suf-
fering into something useful. This is creative
anthropology as a radical act—one that does
not seek to resolve trauma but to dwell in its
complexities, its refusals, its fractures.

And this is the quiet, devastating power
of The Trauma Mantras. It does not seek to
redeem, to resolve, or to give voice—it asks
us to question why we need suffering to be
narrated in the first place. It does not make
trauma palatable, does not impose coher-
ence on what refuses it. It is an anthropology
of unmaking—of method, of ethnographic
certainty, of the belief that witnessing is ever
neutral. Kusserow does not let us rest easy in
our role as readers. Instead, she keeps us close
to the fracture, where suffering is felt but not

always seen, where pain resists narration,
where knowing is never the same as under-
standing.

And yet, for all its refusal to tidy things up,
this is a book of profound beauty. Beauty in
its sharpness, its willingness to be undone, its
commitment to the unsayable. Beauty in the
refusal to simplify. Beauty in the way it does
not let us look away.

Reviewed by Fiona Murphy
Dublin City University
fiona.b.murphy@dcu.ie

Policing the Favelas of Rio de
Janeiro: Cosmologies of War and the
Far-Right

By Tomas Salem. Palgrave Macmillan, 2024.
330 pp. eBook. ISBN: 978-3-031-49027-9.

Over the past few years, social science schol-
ars working in and on Brazil have proposed
different answers to “what happened?” or
“how did we get here?”—questions that
have haunted those engaged in, and affected
by, the social, economic, and political cri-
sis cycles that have consumed the country
since 2013 (e.g., Junge et al. 2021; Nobre
2022; Pinheiro-Machado 2019). Tomas
Salem’s monograph joins this scholarship
in its attempt to make sense of the demo-
cratic project’s most recent erosion, and
the coupled ascension of far-right politi-
cians and subjectivities. Drawing on ethno-
graphic fieldwork in Rios Pacifying Police
Units (UPPs, in the Portuguese acronym),
Salem situates street-level security practices
within the rolling out of right-wing agendas
at the national and global scales. His pro-
posed answer to “what happened”—or is
happening—in and beyond Brazil empha-
sizes convergences between diverse “cos-
mologies of war: different theories of the
world that understand social dynamics
through the optics of warfare” (7). In his
analysis, Salem connects the colonial war-
fare that state policing wages on racialized
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frontlines and the cultural and spiritual bat-
tles structured by good-versus-evil binaries.
With this ambitious red thread, the book
stitches together the violent assertion of
police authority in Rio and the recent rise of
authoritarianism in Brazil.

In terms of style, the book stays close to
the conventions of ethnographic mono-
graphs: its nine chapters are largely devoted
to fine-grained depictions of fieldwork
events and encounters between researcher
and situated interlocutors. Salem’s evocative
writing zooms into ordinary and spectacu-
lar episodes of militarized policing, as well
as into the reflective questions and affective
dilemmas that emerged from the research
process, which took place in 2014 and 2015.
In the author’s appraisal, this temporal frame
is at a midpoint in the UPP projects “col-
lapse” (2012-2018), and on the cusp of the
broader “unraveling” of Brazilian democ-
racy (5). At the time, Workers Party pres-
ident Dilma Rousseft, impeached through
a parliamentary coup the following year,
was still in office, even though her televised
announcements were often followed by the
irate banging of pots and pans, especially in
middle- and upper-class areas throughout
the country. The gathering of then emergent
right-wing, or anti-left, formations under
the figure of Jair Bolsonaro, and the wider
sociopolitical phenomenon of bolsonar-
ismo, would still take a while to consolidate
nationally. In and around the city of Rio de
Janeiro, however, as Salem’s introductory
chapter indicates, Bolsonaro and his family
were already a looming presence, especially
among military policing forces.

In addition to situating the book—and
the research it draws on—vis-a-vis past and
present political conjunctures, the Introduc-
tion also does much of the volume’s theoret-
ical heavy lifting. In its development of how
colonial warfare logics shape (in)security in
Brazil, Salem offers a rich review of recent
scholarship on (state) violence and the nor-
mative regimes that shape its racialized—
and territorialized—distribution. The focus

on normative orders—which draws on the
work of Gabriel Feltran (e.g., 2020), among
others—helps connect the urban warfare
discussion to the book’s debate on authori-
tarian and religious moralities. The latter is
heavily centered around (neo-)Pentecostal
cosmologies anchored in the battle of good
versus evil, and its resonances with the val-
ues and rhetoric of bolsonarismo. Salem’s
own contribution to these debates is strongly
informed by Deleuze’s and Guattari’s coupled
notions of state and war machine—co-ex-
isting dynamics that, respectively, stand for
“hierarchical, bounding, or territorializing”
orderings, and “a-hierarchical, counter-sys-
temic, boundless, or deterritorializing”
forces (18). In addition to providing con-
ceptual tools for analyses of violent struggles
for power, the author proposes that “[t]he
concepts of war machine and state allow us
to move beyond notions of sovereignty as a
centralized force, towards an understanding
that emphasizes its decentralized, rhizomat-
ically distributed relations” (18).

The breadth of the theoretical discussion
of the opening chapter contrasts with the
in-depth close-ups of individuals and events
that make up the book’s ethnographic core—
which I consider to be its most valuable
and long-lasting contribution. In Chapter 2,
under the title “Favela/Asfalto,” Salem tackles
Rio’s colonial history and current landscapes
of territorialized armed control through
an unusually intimate register. This chap-
ter, therefore, is also a tale of arrival, which
details how the author found his way into the
favelas of Rio de Janeiro, and the stigmatizing
preconceptions he carried with him and let
go of. Here, UPPs are introduced in relation
to the space that favelas occupy in imaginar-
ies of violence and crime in Rio de Janeiro.
At the same time, they express the co-exis-
tence of liberal and authoritarian orders: “As
a strategy of policing that sought to solve
public security challenges through the armed
suppression of drug traffickers, it perpetuated
the logic of war against territories and sub-
jects symbolically coded as black” (71).
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From Chapter 3 to Chapter 7, the book
delves further into the practices and moral
universe of militarized policing. In an unex-
pected turn, Chapter 3’s overview of policing,
politics, and racialized inequality is largely
based on an oral history, shared by a for-
mer police officer turned political advisor at
the State Legislative Assembly. The everyday
realities of UPPs—and the military subjects
implicated in day-to-day operations—gain
sharper ethnographic contours in Chapters 4
to 7. Through the thickly described vignettes
that compose them, we move through dif-
ferent UPPs, from the flagship success case
to its most fraught frontlines. Within the
state security project, as the chapter shows,
attempts to modernize the police co-exist
with militarized logics of elimination—a
point that Salem emphasises at different
moments of the monograph. Chapters 5, 6,
and 7 delve further into policing subjectivi-
ties and how they are shaped by masculinist
gender norms, the violence embedded in mil-
itary orderings, and the reformist initiatives
targeting security institutions and the officers
that compose them. Chapter 8 moves from
the subjectivities of policing to its predatory
profiteering mechanisms, which implicate
big corporations and small-time entrepre-
neurs. Conceptually, the Deleuzian formula-
tions of state and war machine are consistent
throughlines that cut across—and connect—
the ethnographic chapters, shedding light on
the tense intersections of liberal orderings
and violent becomings.

Before ending on a moving, personal Epi-
logue, the book offers a final chapter that
returns to its starting points and proposi-
tions. It fast-forwards from the ethnographic
register of events experienced and recorded
in 2014-2015 to the years leading up to Bol-
sonaro’s election and mandate. Based largely
on secondary sources, Salem’s chronicling
of the period’s key events has a vertiginous
quality. It moves quickly through the hits
and misses of the Rio-hosted 2016 Olympics,
the coup against Dilma, the assassination
of Socialist Party councilwoman Marielle

Franco and her driver, Anderson Gomes, and
the trial and imprisonment of Luiz Inacio da
Silva—Brazil’s former and current president
(2003-2011; 2023-present)—culminating in
Bolsonaro’s electoral victory in 2018. From its
engagement with political events at the level
of Rio de Janeiro and Brazil, and the rise of
Bolsonaro and bolsonarismo, the book points
to compelling intersections between the far-
right moral worlds and wars, observed at a
distance, and the grounded warfare logics of
urban policing, encountered ethnographi-
cally.

Reviewed by Carolina Maurity Frossard
University of Amsterdam
c.maurityfrossard@uva.nl
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State of Fear: Policing a Postcolonial
City

By Joshua Barker. Duke University

Press, 2024. 328 pp. Paperback. ISBN:
9781478030768.

State of Fear is a fine-tuned ethnography
which offers a sophisticated and nuanced



