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Under all circumstances, sovereignty is possible
only in imagination, paid for by the price of cruelty.

—Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition

THE EVENT

In late August 2003, 34 inmates in a penitentiary on the outskirts of Guayaquil,
Ecuador, took up a bloody and controversial form of protest to challenge their
extralegal confinement. That unusual acts of insurrection would stem from this
correctional facility was not surprising. The Penitenciaŕıa del Litoral is Ecuador’s
largest federal prison. Built in the late-1960s, it was a model structure for its day
and time; in recent years, however, “the Peni”—as its nearly 4,000 inhabitants
refer to their space of misery—has grown synonymous with prison overcrowding,
a steadily degenerating infrastructure, and subhuman living conditions. On August
31, prisoners housed in Treaty Cellblock began to mount and publicize their own
“inmate crucifixion protests” to draw attention to a regime that kept thousands
of criminal suspects unjustly confined. These highly calculated acts—in which
participating inmates (1) agreed to nail themselves to crude wooden crosses; (2)
with several “volunteering for sacrifice” at a time; (3) during an event that was
planned in coordination with local media; (4) to be held episodically; (5) until
their demands were met with comprehensive legal reforms—were undertaken to
denounce the juridical practice of preventive imprisonment (detención en firme).
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What motivated strikers to adopt such a dramatic protest was the unlawfulness
of indefinite detainment without sentence. The country’s young constitution, ef-
fective since 1998, contained a special provision—Article 24, Clause 8 (hereafter,
“Article 24”)—stipulating that all Ecuadorians incarcerated more than 12 months
and all foreign nationals surpassing two years without sentence would be sum-
marily released.1 Yet Guayaquil’s municipal courts systematically ignored Article
24, denying hundreds of prisoners their freedom. Although Ecuadorian high law
mandated the protections included in Article 24, in the interpretation of municipal
judges, due process and the country’s penal code effectively trumped the authority
of the constitution by mandating the reclusion of all suspects deemed a threat to
the public.2

Earlier in 2003, prisoners in this state of exceptional incarceration responded
to their abject legal condition with the announcement of imminent revolts. But
unexpected events compelled them to switch tactics. A full-scale mutiny over
Article 24 and the rolling back of “early release” programs in Garcı́a Moreno
Prison—the country’s second largest penitentiary, located in the city of Quito—
resulted in a military intervention, the repression of all prisoners, and direct
but lopsided negotiations between the prisoners’ national leadership committee
and state penal authorities.3 Well aware of their compatriots’ dispiriting failure,
Guayaquil’s preventively incarcerated now sought “more peaceable” measures to
wrest what they considered their inalienable rights from an unwilling state.

My fieldwork took place in the immediate aftermath of these spectacular
proceedings, when Ecuadorian prisoners, politicians, pundits, and citizens widely
discussed their significance. The federal government release of hundreds (but not
all) of these juridical hostages less than six months after the start of their campaign,
signals the latent and quickening potential of theologically informed protest to
undermine the legitimacy of state security discourse. My research both inside and
outside the Penitenciaŕıa shows how, in a secular yet predominantly Catholic state,
the prisoners managed to forge new and persuasive social connections between
the Penitenciarı́a and society at large. As it happened, the prisoners’ unusual strike
registered a deep-seated challenge to the abuses of law in what might properly be
called a “disassemblage” of contemporary state power (cf. Ong and Collier 2004),
imploding normative distinctions that artificially separate domains of secular and
religious expertise.

The prisoners’ collaborative endeavor, I argue, not only demanded that na-
tional media and political interests align behind the prisoner’s demands for Article
24 but also, in retrospect, comprised a well-coordinated manipulation of state
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sovereignty within the space of the prison itself. The inmates’ politico-theological
gesture—an imitation of the originary form of Christian sacrifice—clearly tilted
sovereign power to their advantage. How this protest accomplished such a demo-
cratic feat across multiple fields of force is the subject of my analysis. In hindsight,
any account of these well-coordinated demonstrations must treat the prisoners’
campaign as a peculiarly “postsecular” intervention, drawing on the exercise of
Ecuadorian religious, legal, and political authority, yet aimed toward upending
and rearticulating its hegemonic applications within the state. My Peni fieldwork
explored the conditions under which the prisoners’ actions troubled the unchecked
growth of a neoliberal regime of punitive containment in Ecuador—problematizing
the country’s embrace of the international discourse of security as the sine qua non
of democratic state sovereignty (Agamben 2001).

In what follows, I illustrate ethnographically how the crucifixion protests (see
Figure 1) galvanized public opinion yet comprised a limited mode of revealing
the expansion of the Ecuadorian penal system. This popular strategy of mobilizing
religious iconography for political ends challenged the ordinarily hidden theological
core of the state, indicating the “license” or the strange conditionality of acting with
abandon (contra Agamben 1998). In emphasizing Ecuadorian political theology,
however, the prisoners’ intervention both clarified and obscured how sovereign
violence affects criminal suspects inside and outside the prison, underscoring forms

FIGURE 1. “Crucified prisoner.” El Universo, January 1, 2004.
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of lawlessness in the name of the law and democracy and their expansion of late
across the urban Ecuadorian context.

The order of my argument tracks the levels of sovereignty and corporal
violence in which these juridical hostages were situated (for a review of the obscure
intimacy of linkages between the state and the body, see Hansen and Stepputat
2005). This ethnographic journey into the labyrinth of Ecuador’s penal system
shows how privatized sovereignty as such works in multiple, internested modalities
of force both inside the prison and across the increasingly militarized zones of the
gentrifying city. The essay first documents the privatization of urban public space
through the implementation of “zero tolerance” policing strategies. In Guayaquil,
the municipal policies of urban renewal revamped the structure of law, expanding
the state’s juridical power to persecute and lock away suspects of petty crimes.
Describing gentrification as a brutal cultural process, I demonstrate how a state of
urban anomie arose when family members and neighbors, feeling threatened and
alienated as their urban environment turned into a zone of low intensity warfare,
turned away from the newly indicted. This milieu of generalized distrust and
suspicion is the newfound basis of sovereign power in Guayaquil—transforming
suspected criminals into “antisocial” noncitizens—which immediately generated a
new urban caste of abject legal subjects.

The essay then turns to the crucifixion event and to the brutalization of
daily life inside the Penitenciarı́a. In the space of the prison, Guayaquil’s juridical
hostages, removed from the public and threatened by prison guards and mafia,
actively sought the restitution of their lost human and civil rights through their
unusual protest. However, the prisoners’ campaign of crucifixions additionally
sought to expose the inhumanity of the Penitenciarı́a as a space for stowing away
the forsaken under the city’s new regime of punitive containment. Unlike high
modern constructs of the prison as a zone of inmate reclusion, discipline, and
rehabilitation (Foucault 1995), Guayaquil’s Penitenciaŕıa serves, rather, as a local
state mechanism for the concentration and indefinite warehousing of suspected
criminals with minimal discipline and no formal rehabilitation per se. Cellblock
mafias rule quite indiscriminately within the complex, in collusion with guards who
openly wield firearms and coercive power across the prison grounds and buildings.4

As a response to their abject condition, the prisoners’ crucifixions endeav-
ored to draw a bridge of moral recognition over the penal state’s many jagged
fissures of social disaggregation. The prisoners momentarily usurped the politico-
theological discourse of state by literally embodying the Christian crucifixion
story—a collaborative event specifically intended to upset collective, commonsense
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Ecuadorian attributions of the sacred and profane and to restore suspects’ moral
claims to the discourse of rights. Nevertheless, the collaborative staging of these
crucifixions obscured the labors of the prisoners’ most intimate collaborators—in
particular, the prison guards and incarcerated foreign nationals—without whose
participation the campaign could not have taken place. My claim is that these mul-
tiple forms of collaboration with Guayaquil’s juridical hostages in the space of the
prison, demonstrate the extent to which the sovereign violence of the penal state
operates on all bodies of those who find themselves confined within its greatest
depths.

THE RISE OF THE NEOLIBERAL PENAL STATE

The predicament that gave rise to the crucifixion campaign I describe was
the unchallenged growth of a neoliberal penal state—a carceral system fostered
by private and cosmopolitan interests. Across Ecuador, new municipal policies
were implemented to redevelop the city’s traditional urban center, designating
commercial districts as national heritage sites and refashioning them into model
environments for tourism and international investment (Andrade 2005; Carrión
and Hanley 2005; Kingman 2004). This radical economic makeover of the urban
core necessitated a simultaneous rearrangement of the city’s legal and political
landscape. In 1995, for example, Guayaquil’s municipal and business leaders,
taking directions from conservative mayor León Febres Cordero, created the first
NGO—Fundación Malecón 2000—which funneled taxpayer revenue streams and
private donations into the building of new public works along the city’s riverfront
area. The Malecón 2000 Foundation quickly became a model for civic-managerial
administration through private–public initiatives that fall beyond the reach of state
taxation and federal political control; the Foundation employed private security
groups to police the newly regenerated areas, and outsourced municipal labor
to tertiary organizations that hired unprecedented numbers of guayaquileños in
low-wage jobs without state-mandated insurance or labor protections.

Over the next decade, an expanding network of these foundations were inau-
gurated to mark a new and enlightened epoch of municipal governance.5 Guayaquil
Siglo XXI, the city’s umbrella foundation, sought to refashion urban labor around
the municipality’s NGO-led infrastructure; to promote a rhetoric of moral inclu-
sion thorough a discourse of collective “pride” in locally shared economic progress
(glossed publicly as orgullo guayaquileño); and to revitalize clientelist business net-
works by aligning them with international capital flows. The arrival of neoliberal
governance in Guayaquil through multiple NGO foundations allied with private

463



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 25:3

capital, has been described by anthropologist Xavier Andrade as the “domestication
of urbanites” (2007)—aptly capturing municipal leaders’ third sector efforts to
subordinate public interests to the private sphere. Yet strangely missing in most
accounts of South American urban planning is the degree to which neoliberalization
arrived part and parcel with the militarization of newly privatized urban space, a
technocratic bait-and-switch maneuver that Leslie Gill and Teresa Caldeira draw
attention to in El Alto, Bolivia, and São Paulo, Brazil (Caldeira 2000; Gill 2000).

The city’s urban renewal project in Guayaquil was implemented concurrently
with “zero tolerance” policing strategies. In practice, these measures turned petty
offenses such as urinating in public or vandalizing property into a state transgression
payable through steep fines or substantial jail time, while the enforcement of older
crimes such as indigence and public unruliness was redoubled (e.g., Swanson
2007). First incubated across the neoliberal experiments of Chile, Mexico, and
New York City—during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s—the exportation of mano

dura (“strong arm”) police and juridical technologies into South American cities
mapped onto the state’s customary legal disregard for the ethnic and working classes
and immediately unleashed forms of mass detention heretofore unimaginable (Salla
2001; Smith 2002; Wacquant 2009). The processes of urban renewal discourage,
and seek to eliminate by force, any real or symbolic threat to wealthy residents’
property and personal safety, removing crime suspects from everyday intercourse
in areas of heavy commercial circulation—and restoring through social cleansing
what municipal technocrats considered the “ordered” and “civil” foundations of
modern urban society. A new generation of suspected criminals quickly emerged
within the space of the city.

These transformations were not reducible to class warfare—or rather, the
traditional manifestations of urban difference were supplemented by an emerg-
ing imaginary rhetoric of the urban–rural ethnic divide, refashioned to racially
criminalize subjects in the manner of the North American city saturated with
technologies of surveillance. In a Guayaquil newly defined by the maximal value
of “security,” poorer urban residents’ own insecurities about their physical and
collective well-being in neighborhoods now rife with criminal forms of transgres-
sion and municipal police persecution articulated perfectly with the importation
of mano dura discourse, encouraging small-business owners and local residents to
take justice into their own hands, organizing themselves into roving neighborhood
teams to carry out preemptive assaults against criminal suspects and the city’s
newly unwanted (cf. Garces 2004; Goldstein et al. 2008; Hylton 2006; Swanson
2007; Taussig 2005). The presence of class-based and generational conflict was
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unmistakably discernible in every corner of besieged neighborhoods, but so too
was increasing social marginalization through the racialization of criminal suspects
across working-class spaces.

Recent South American ethnography shows how the state-sponsored dis-
course of “urban renewal,” which municipal technocrats laud as a source of civic
revitalization, masks novel arrangements of social segregation and fragmentation.
As urban elites fear omnipresent exposure to crime and entrench themselves into
fortified gated communities (Caldeira 2000), the traditional working-class districts
grow discursively synonymous with “public disorder” and currently bear witness
to a steady increase in police brutality (Caldeira 2002; Goldstein et al. 2008). The
subsequent loss of police authority and the rise of vigilante justice among urban
communities disenfranchised in the absence of a protective state has a variety of
deleterious effects on the fabric of urban life: from increasing distrust of strangers
and outsiders within marginalized communities, to the rise of brutal public lynch-
ings of criminal suspects (D. Davis 2006; Goldstein 2005), to the pushing back
of the city’s ethnoracial frontiers from marginal barrios to the extreme urban
periphery (M. Davis 2006). Loı̈c Wacquant summarizes these transformations by
claiming that a “fateful triangle” of economic deregulation, ethnoracial division, and
the restructuring of power in the South American city has unleashed the repressive
apparatus of state to an unprecedented degree (2008:56–57). One thread of my
ethnographic research builds on Wacquant’s hypothesis that urban deregulation
leads to the penalization and militarization of urban marginality, arguing that the
criminal justice system sets up new penal codes that fracture and reinforce divisions
among the working classes by subjecting them to everyday police suspicion and
repression. These recent transformations in Guayaquil and elsewhere, however,
build on even longer trajectories of urban economic and political development.

My previous work on urban transformations in Guayaquil demonstrates how
the Cold War environment was interpreted by the local urban élite as a challenge
to agro-export hierarchies and to Creole hegemony over Catholic moral order
(Garces 2004). The perceived state of emergency in the city originated in multiple
threats to the hacienda-based capitalist establishment, with the earliest of these
“betrayals” comprising the urban armament of socialist groups and the liberal
university population. The ideological projection of proliferating and shadowy
enemies fed widespread fear of so-called “antisocial elements,” along with their
potential empowerment through their presumed entrance into parallel economies:
that is, the invisible circuitry of narco-trafficking groups, and the irrepressible
urban network of hand-to-hand, informal labor practices. Not surprisingly, the

465



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 25:3

widely heralded arrival of urban renewal during the 1990s brought with it an
unprecedented expansion of the discourse on criminality, persecuting individuals
apprehended in the act of committing petty crimes by ascribing their motivations
to any of these post–Cold War specters.6

The rise of a “city of suspects” (Piccato 2001) emerged concurrently with
the criminalization of informal labor (Garces in press) and the growth of joint
U.S.–Ecuadorian counternarcotics efforts through the 1999 compact known as
“Plan Colombia” (Nuñez Vega 2007). Together, these governmental and police de-
velopments have subjected many neighborhoods to routine low-intensity warfare,
amounting in practice to a divide and rule policy over disenfranchised communities.

In other words, my work on Guayaquil’s urban transformations finds a strong
parallel in Wacquant’s portrayal of U.S. penal state policy and its global exportation
as a neoliberal “living laboratory” (2007, 2008, 2009). Although my field research
maps well onto Wacquant’s model, it also departs from his diagnosis of the problem
and reveals latent mechanisms by which the preventively incarcerated push back
against the penal fate ascribed to them. In contemporary Guayaquil, the ideological
sacralization of private development and the state’s expanding repressive appara-
tus are made to seem incommensurable, or entirely separate domains, in public
conversations about Ecuadorian civil society. My ethnographic task was to explore
how neoliberalization and criminalization formed part of the same developmental
process and resisted public critique. It is precisely in this context—a providential
city, lauded for its privately focused moral, physical, and security infrastructure—
in which urban crime suspects saw no practical recourse but to turn themselves
into sacrificial victims to bring themselves back within the fold of civil discourse.

A LEGAL QUAGMIRE

Court tribunals in Guayaquil were swamped with criminal cases generated
under the regime of punitive containment. Time and again, circuit court judges
interpreted procedural law as binding them to uphold the primacy of due process,
subjecting most inmates to await endlessly deferred trials. Excuses for the courts’
failure to sentence individual suspects were readily available; all prison inmates
and their relatives claimed the court system was corrupt and inept. It was common
knowledge that witnesses for the prosecution often ignored or bribed their way
out of subpoenas to testify. And judges supposedly withheld from delivering prison
sentences to extort money or services from citizens threatened with jail time—
often leaving relatives of the defendant, who served as go-betweens with court
officials, believing they too were humiliated as targets of criminal processes.
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Curiously, however, most Guayaquileños were reticent to protest judicial
arbitrariness. The public secret of self-censorship in the face of systematic in-
justice in Guayaquil is exemplified most clearly by the case of Pancho Jaime. A
political journalist, rock music promoter, and caricaturist who, to disparage the
Social Christian Party’s “old boys club” modality of political domination, serially
publicized homoerotic cartoons of SCP bosses during the late-1970s and 1980s
(Andrade 2001), Pancho Jaime was kidnapped and disappeared by a powerful
cadre of municipal leaders who denounced these defamations before the courts
and prompted his political imprisonment. On his release, Jaime (n.d.) wrote a
detailed memoir of his period of captivity: a veritable catalogue of mistreatments,
disclosing the identities of his tormentors by name and breaching the urban taboo
against transparently articulating collusions between the city’s political and legal
elite. Pancho Jaime was shot dead while leaving his studio not long after his release
from the Peni. Municipal police then killed his presumed murderer in a hail of
bullets in the process of apprehending him—well before the ostensible suspect
could offer public testimony.

Pancho Jaime’s death was a media-driven spectacle (Andrade 2006), the
memory of which still lingered in conversations about municipal governance during
the late 1990s, opening innumerable questions about criminal justice in Guayaquil.
For most urban residents, the story of Jaime’s death was only the most notorious and
popular illustration of the city’s lack of an independent judiciary. As Guayaquil’s
Human Rights Committee members often expressed to me in confidence, the
normalization of corruption (informally known as the refilo, i.e., the “covering up”
of political or legal irregularities) was nearly complete; most citizens who actively
seek legal claims or damages against the well connected quickly turn into targets of
coercion through death threats, insults to one’s professional credibility, or outright
physical abuse. As a result, the legal system in Guayaquil—the politico-juridical
engine of punitive containment—was effectively inoculated from systematic public
or private critique.

In their own defense, circuit court judges pointed to the bureaucratic inepti-
tude of the country’s legal system: that too many new cases were being delivered
to them, that due process could not be observed given the arbitrary statute of
limitations for criminal indictments, and that the problem of prison overcrowding
required new constitutional laws and a fortified juridical infrastructure.7 Judges
were also wont to decry the “impunity of murderers,” claiming that Article 24
failed to address the “reality of time” needed to complete a serious legal pro-
cess, requiring police, prosecutors, defendants, and the aggrieved to coordinate
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their schedules. A high-ranking tribunal judge argued that although ten courts and
300 prosecutors were necessary to keep up with annually generated criminal
cases, Guayaquil at the beginning of 2004 had only five courts and 100 pros-
ecutors. Thousands of preventively imprisoned subjects in Guayaquil, including
the majority of the strikers, were therefore conditioned by the structure of the
law to wait—and wait—upward of two years before receiving a trial date or
sentence.8

The ethnoracial and class-based character of these judicial delays finds perfect
expression in the fact that tribunals grant conditional liberty to certain criminal
defendants who post bail (fianza). The average prisoners’ tone is generally indignant
when making reference to this procedure—a legal mechanism to alleviate prison
overcrowding—and its inherent structural inequalities. Most prisoners are unable
to come up with bail collateral, set in most cases prohibitively high—especially
when one considers that, in Ecuador as well as other South American countries (cf.
Aguierre 2007:38–39), the vast majority of the penal population historically hails
from ultramarginalized neighborhoods and ethnoracially stigmatized communities
hardly capable of pooling resources to support the indicted.9 For most inmates
the sum owed directly to the court for a minor crime (petty theft, unruliness,
defacement of public property, etc.) could range between $500 and $1,000. A
part-time construction worker or security guard, the largest two professions for
working-class men in Guayaquil, would require months of regular employment to
generate the lower of these two figures.

At the same time, local urban communities effectively turned their backs
on the newly indicted—whom many considered unsalvageable—throwing the
unconditional support of family, friends, and neighbors into question. Worse
yet, marginalized neighborhood residents were quick to label suspects requesting
money with a term from the urban slang that separates the trustworthy from the
untrustworthy: the sapo, that is, a person who, by requesting too much material
support or maneuvering to take advantage of one’s acquaintances, only abuses in-
terpersonal confidence and profits from another’s generosity. Poor barrio dwellers
often look on a neighbor’s initial arrest and confinement—whether “preventive”
or “sentenced”—as the beginning of an endless cycle of violence and incarceration
better left for the legal system to manage. The juridical practice of preventive
imprisonment thus served to accentuate and to extend the sovereign violence of
law, as relatives, friends, and acquaintances gradually disassociate themselves from
individuals who begin to display the outward signs of “delinquency” (e.g., drug
sale or consumption, neighborhood harassment, petty thievery), leading to a more
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generalized condition of social fragmentation that serves ironically to generate
“antisocial populations” as such.

Prison overcrowding in Ecuador reached its first major crisis in 1999, when
5,558 so-called delinquents found themselves detained without sentence. By late
2003, the situation had grown much worse. Despite defense lawyers’ appeals, 6,779
individuals—roughly one-half the population of Ecuador’s entire penal system—
remained incarcerated without sentence, locked up in a legal nightmare with no
sense of state accountability or juridical proportion.10 The 1,221 additional inmates
represented a 20 percent increase in the unsentenced over less than five years. In
August, when the inmates began to stage their protest campaign, the “prison
problem” (situación carcelaria), as it was conveniently labeled by Ecuador’s national
media—as if it was a question of enough space to warehouse crime suspects—had
swollen to a limit point where something had to burst. Guayaquil’s Penitenciarı́a,
for example, was architecturally designed for 1,290 inmates, yet nearly 4,000
bodies peopled the prison complex (see Figure 2); water and electricity shortages
had become routine weekly events, and an insufferable stench that conjured an
olfactory memory of public zoos was emanating from all corners of the cellblocks.11

By year’s end, 1,513 prisoners in Guayaquil’s Peni alone sought their freedom under
Article 24, representing one-third of the prison’s entire population.

FIGURE 2. “Prison overcrowding.” El Universo, April 7, 2004.
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THE CRUCIFIXION CAMPAIGN

Analogous to the Peni’s growth and excess, the events surrounding the protests
rapidly developed as if they exercised a life of their own.12 The first individual to
crucify himself for Article 24 was a certain Gustavo Gudiño. The event took place
in Treaty Cellblock, where foreign nationals and Ecuadorian prisoners who did not
pose a security risk on the inside were sequestered for their own safety from the
inmate population at large. According to strikers, Gudiño’s bold action on August
31 received no coverage from Guayaquil’s media outlets despite the strikers’ prior
announcement of their “terrible new measure” to news reporters.13 The next
protest, however, would draw a mass of publicity.14 The news media’s about
face can be attributed in part to the fact that multiple cell phones were available
in every cellblock—purchased by collaborators on the outside and regulated by
shadowy networks of cellblock leaders on the inside. Prisoners to whom I gave
my own telephone number called with regularity, at any time of day or night,
with urgent requests that I report their deplorable living conditions to the national
press. Similarly inundated, I imagine, news reporters on August 31 perhaps had
good reason to doubt that inmates would crucify themselves as they claimed they
would, on that particular day, to protest perpetually unanswered demands for
Article 24.

To the national media’s surprise, though, the crucifixion protest occurred
just as the prisoners had announced. Beginning September 2, reporters and camera
crews, along with members of the International Red Cross, the Colombian Consul
to Guayaquil, and the city’s human rights chapter, regularly visited the Peni to
document the crucifixion events en vivo (on live television and radio airwaves) and
to communicate inmates’ petitions directly to Ecuador’s National Congress.15

The prisoners would continue to nail each other to wooden planks, in sets
of one to three volunteers at a time, on a weekly schedule as late as January 6,
2004. Images of angry inmates determined to mutilate themselves were splashed
across the country’s television screens and front pages. On January 1, Guayaquil’s
largest newspaper El Universo formally recognized the prison crucifixions among its
“Stories of the Year.” For most Ecuadorians, the unwholesomeness of being witness
to a group of criminal suspects crucifying themselves in the name of justice was only
matched by the indignation of arguments over whether “antisocials,” “delinquents,”
and “drug users”—as the already imprisoned were labeled—should or should not
be returned to society.16

Most initial commentary in the press was framed by an overdetermined logic:
should a “religious spectacle” organized by “inmate riffraff” exercise any measure
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of influence on a secular government’s politics and judiciary system? Could the
prisoners’ intervention merit the distinction of being called “religious” in the first
place? Yet what such a public outcry made perfectly apparent was that a few
prisoners (situated in one cellblock, deep inside the largest prison in the country)
had managed to hail the attention of society at large in religious acts that forced
Ecuadorian citizens to question the spiritual and legal accountability of the state.
Their actions meshed with a long established Ecuadorian model of citizenship and
political sovereignty tied to Christian purity, and postcolonial legacies of the 19th-
century republic in which public statesmen justified revolutionary movements
and traditional forms of governance through their hegemonic values of Creole
domination, Catholic civil order, and religious charity (Demélas and Saint-Geours
1988; Williams 2001, 2005). The inmates in question symbolically appropriated
Ecuadorian sovereign imagery to upend sovereign power itself—to force the state’s
juridical apparatus to either “revive” or “put down” their claims as subjects of the
state.

A POLITICO-THEOLOGICAL CHALLENGE

Despite their small numbers (involving 34 out of the 1,500-plus preventively
incarcerated in Guayaquil’s Peni), the inmates’ gruesome spectacle captured the
attention of multiple publics in Ecuador as few stories from prison manage to do.
Most academics and professionals with whom I discussed the inmates’ predica-
ment viewed the prisoners’ symbolic, bloody martyrdom as a highly exceptional
occurrence—an event without precedent or comparison. The prisoners’ spectacu-
lar application of sacrificial imagery had taken these protests to an unthinkable level
of public ignominy. However, a collective process of forgetting about the politico-
theological character of legitimate grievances with Ecuador’s federal government
was already at work.

Most Ecuadorians ultimately normalized this form of protest, waiting for the
next round of crucifixions to take place as quickly as they were disturbed by it. Yet a
general state of amnesia over the close historical relationship between Catholicism
and political sovereignty seemed to preside over all talk about the ghastliness of
the prisoners’ actions. It was not merely a coincidence that peoples’ amazement
with the actual embodiment of crucifixion took hold in a postcolonial nation-state
deeply accustomed to sacrificial rhetoric. A Guayaquileño waking up to read the
city’s major newspaper on Tuesday morning, September 2, would have discovered
the following journalistic lede:
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José Antonio, who on Sunday entered the prison complex to visit his cousin,
reported being horrified by the sight of a prisoner martyring himself with
steel nails penetrating his palms on a wooden cross. The witness also claims to
have seen a hunger striker fainting after seven days without food. [El Universo,

September 2, 2003]

Although a newspaper account of this sort might unsettle or disturb a sec-
ular reading audience, the language of witness to sacrifice and bodies fluctuating
between states of survival and nonsurvival are not exactly out of the ordinary
in Ecuador’s public culture. In a country 85 percent Catholic by most esti-
mates,17 where hagiographic nationalist and religious literatures form a major
part of the educational curriculum in public and private schools (Radcliffe and
Westwood 1996:51–106), even the most inveterately nonreligious citizen’s ears
grow accustomed to theologically informed narratives of injustice and sacrificial
redemption.

Over the last quarter century, the post–Vatican Council II rearrangement of
Catholic practice along with the explosive growth of evangelical Christianity has
encouraged “lay” individuals to advocate for social justice to an unprecedented
degree (González and González 2008). Although individual evangelical groups in
Ecuador promote wealth accumulation and churchgoing principles of “social re-
sponsibility” across international networks of evangelical collaboration (Andrade
2004; Stoll 1990:266–304), the contemporary Catholic Church is convulsed with
competing ideologies of justice between proponents of liberation theology and
their “preferential option for the poor,” and “secular” conservative groups such
as Opus Dei, and their promotion of business-class consolidation and elite doc-
trinal orthodoxy across the public sphere (Garces 2009:168–203). What each of
these divergent, fast-growing Christian theological movements share, however,
is a marked tendency to encourage pious community reform activities spear-
headed by individual religious initiative. The ideal religious subject, in any case,
is morally encouraged to identify worldly injustice—however conceived—and to
quietly endeavor to neutralize it through personal, steadfast, ongoing sacrificial
labor. This generalized process of Christian laicización (“religious secularization”)
was clearly indexed by the prisoners’ campaign of crucifixions for Article 24,
denouncing the Ecuadorian regime of punitive containment. However, the prison-
ers’ campaign more specifically drew on a variety of Catholic politico-theological
gestures historically normalized as a means to protest injustice in the Ecuadorian
state.
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Across Ecuadorian communities, Catholic ceremonial life and pious devotional
practice lend personal significance to Catholic imagery, yet the moral force and
the use of such imagery is rarely if ever publicly debated. With regard to religious
architecture, for example, municipal police tend to recognize and mark Catholic
ritual space as a zone of free expression. When protest marches in Guayaquil
turn violent, individuals pursued by local police usually take refuge in the nearest
Church, availing themselves of the right of sanctuary, which they know the police
will respect. The month before the crucifixion campaign started up, for example,
I had changed my residence to a street-front apartment in downtown Guayaquil
hoping to document gentrification up close. One afternoon, a small group of senior
citizens momentarily halted traffic to protest declines in their state retirement
checks. The angry pensioners did not request a municipal permit for their march
beforehand, and Guayaquil’s black-shirt municipales (the municipal police) chased
the group into Iglesia San Francisco—the city’s oldest and most historic place of
worship. Observing the scene unfold from my window, I watched as the aggrieved
hurled insults at their persecutors from just inside the Church’s main portico over
two long hours. The impunity granted to these citizens amazed me—having already
watched street vendors and others who questioned their removal being manhandled
by the same municipal police (Garces 2004). Yet I quickly learned that protests that
draw on the majority’s religious codes and spaces in Guayaquil generate a moral
threshold against which secular forms of authority and even the rule of law were,
temporarily at least, suspended. Something similar lent the prisoners’ crucifixions
a measure of political immunity.

During our interview, the chief psychologist at the Penitenciarı́a explained
the logic of the crucifixion campaign in the following manner: “In the hunger
strike the spirit of Gandhi reveals itself, and [also] in crucifixion the spirit of Jesus;
there is no real violence to the human being.” In the therapist’s explanation of
political theology, the dissipation of a hunger striker’s vital energies (with its tacit
Christian reference to the redemptive powers of Catholic fasting) brings to mind
the implicit power of nonviolent dissent and its moral barrier against external forms
of repression. Although justifying self-victimization as a form of legitimate political
protest, the psychologist glossed over the more commonplace Ecuadorian recourse
to sacrifice—its many modalities and expressions in pious religious practice—as
an organizing principle for politico-theological movements and a way of being in
the world that unconsciously makes legible a spirit of charity beyond reproach.

The protest tactic of staged crucifixions indeed grew popular in Guayaquil
during the 1980s and 1990s, with symbolic victims tied—although not nailed—to
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wooden crosses. Several labor activists I met recalled how they employed this tactic
by placing a crucified victim at the head of demonstration marches (mimicking cer-
emonial processions of the Catholic liturgical calendar) after worker associations’
interests were undermined by national or municipal policies. This practice contin-
ues into the present as informal laborers crucify themselves to denounce municipal
repression in Guayaquil.18 Another protest of this kind occurred in 2008 when
laid off workers from the National Plastic Window Factory “emulated a crucifix-
ion” in front of the Municipal Court to demand their economic rights.19 Symbolic
yet impossible to ignore, such protest strategies endeavor to manifest the ethical
foundation of unimpeachable demands. The first literal embodiment of Christian
sacrifice inside the Penitenciaŕıa took place on August 6, 1999, when inmate Silvio
Silva was tied to a cross in condemnation of preventive imprisonment, having spent
more than a year inside.20

Four years later, however, the public distaste over the prisoners’ updated
protest can only be described as a response to the literal spirit of crucifixion.
Prisoners were nailed to crosses. “Innocent blood” spilled. And just as the logic of
Christ’s sacrifice betrayed his paradoxical identity as both human and divine, the
prisoners’ unexpected gesture imposed on Ecuador’s broader cultural imaginaries
a politico-theological disassemblage in which the morally condemned were at least
for a single moment innocent. The prisoners’ claims might be accepted or denied,
but the unassailable logic of these crucifixions was brutally uncomfortable for
everyone. As one affected inmate confessed to me, “What’s happening inside the
prison is not that [i.e., a protest strike]—it’s a revolution.” The degree of hyperbole
in this statement is undeniable. Yet the 2003 crucifixion campaign did spark an
otherwise inconceivable public debate over constitutional fidelity and the loophole
category of preventive imprisonment. Just as the treatment of the Koran and other
religious artifacts in Guantánamo Bay managed to raise worldwide consciousness
about the perverse forms and expressions of U.S. extralegal abuse, something
about Ecuador’s emerging security state appeared fundamentally challenged after
these morbid and well-publicized proceedings challenged the moral authority of
the state.

Even national media outlets described these protests in the explicit and gory
details of crónica roja (i.e., tabloid press). Consider the following image, for exam-
ple, captioned under the title “Injuries,” and published in El Universo on September
18, 2003, more than two weeks after the start of the prisoners’ campaign (see
Figure 3). The open hand of an anonymous subject is nailed to a wooden board,
exhibiting the specific locations of arterial and capillary veins. As in a medical
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FIGURE 3. “The anatomy of a crucified hand.” El Universo, September 18, 2003.

textbook’s guide to the human body, several indications are provided to localize
the source of danger to the crucifying prisoners’ health and anatomical vitality:
“(1) infection from tetanus (not disinfecting nails); (2) fractured metacarpal bones
and tendons; (3) infected bones; (4) neurological problems (if the nail affects any
nerves that give feeling to the hands); [and most importantly] (5) the prisoners
must clean and attend to their wounds (as well as begin a course of antibiotics
to prevent infections).”21 Such lurid representations of the bodies of the crucified
worked, albeit in a limited way, to garner attention and to unsettle habitual ways
of thinking about the incarcerated, law, and justice.

Other scholars have analyzed religious manipulations of corporal violence,
or how religious subjects reframe the acceptance of violence theologically as the
gesture of collective will to engage in perpetual struggle, producing irreproachable
demands for civil and human rights (e.g., Asad 2003:127–158). In Northern
Ireland, Allen Feldman (1991:167–211) describes the influence of IRA political
prisoners’ Dirty Protest, when inmates refused to wash or change their clothes to
publicize their defilement within a state that refused to recognize their rights and
galvanized the public behind their cause. The Peni inmates’ campaign borrowed
from a similar ideological matrix. However, the use of self-crucifixion to denounce
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their forsaken legal condition might be more properly viewed as a direct historical
appeal to Ecuadorian Catholic sovereignty, demonstrating how shared subjection
to arbitrary juridical domination and violence from afar was in fact the raison d’être
for anticolonial sentiments and postcolonial citizenship as such.

Over the course of the crucifixion campaign, I began to observe the extent
to which overburdened self-justifications of “left” and “right,” “secular” and “reli-
gious,” were indeed unsaddling from their normative orientations within the state.
The usually divided National Congress, for example, passed a motion on January
13, 2003, to debate the primacy of Article 24. Members of Congress attending
this extraordinary legislative session reached a working agreement that preven-
tive imprisonment was “not applicable retroactively after 13 January 2003.” The
new regulation mandated that inmates already held in prison more than a year
without sentence would be granted immediate liberty (in accord with Article 24),
but those currently detained for less than a year would remain incarcerated to
await their proper sentencing (in accord with due process). Systemwide, several
thousand prisoners were released within the following month. Yet the ruling also
gave newfound political legitimacy to preventive imprisonment. In their Faustian
compromise, congressional leaders did little more than to reinforce the emerging
penal state’s status quo ante: Federal incarceration centers could reduce prison
overcrowding on a one-time-only basis, while the state allocated extra funding to
increase the number of prisons, courts, judges, and prosecuting attorneys.

With the exception of one prisoner, all strikers who participated in the
campaign of crucifixions to denounce preventive confinement were released.22

The prisoner denied clemency in this case was a Polish national who severed his
little finger to draw extra credence to his claim on Article 24. His act of protest
received plenty of media attention, generating as much news as another juridical
hostage who drank from a muddy puddle on the prison’s common grounds in front
of the Ecuadorian media. The Pole’s actions, however, were generally deemed a
product of derangement. The “nonsensical” character of his self-dismemberment
added no apparent moral force, and served in effect to weaken his claim to freedom
as a member of Treaty Cellblock’s collective religious action.

FOLLOWING SACRIFICE INSIDE THE PRISON

Inmates and prison functionaries were initially reticent to discuss the origins
of the campaign with outsiders. On my first trips to the Peni, located 45 minutes by
city bus from Guayaquil’s urban center, I presented myself to administrators and
inmates as a half-Ecuadorian, U.S.-based anthropologist without local institutional
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affiliation. The prison strikers showed particularly little interest in explaining their
protest tactics. Whether in cells replete with 50 individuals or in one-on-one
conversations, inmates invariably steered conversation to the blood shed by the
preventively imprisoned or to its obvious redemptive value. Playing Christ to my
Thomas, one member of Treaty Cellblock raised both hands for me to observe
his scarred palms: “What do you think this is worth? Two thousand dólares?” I
remember wondering why he would relate the story of his crucifixion as a narrative
of commodification, rather than as a more robust political or legal challenge, and if
his unwillingness to explain his participation in the campaign stemmed from a fear
of reprisals if I relayed his testimony to administrators.

Over the course of the following weeks, I often imagined prisoners’ con-
versations after my departure: What’s an “ethnographer,” anyway? Who sent this
norteamericano? How did he gain access to cellblocks? It goes without saying that
Treaty Cellblock prisoners’ unwillingness to disclose matters internal to their cam-
paign in the face of my ethnographic “interrogations” reflected the terrible fact of
their unjust punitive containment, and the omnipresent suspicion that new lines
of communication were themselves policed. Yet prisoners’ silence unquestionably
also reflected an emerging alliance within the complex between the sentenced and
the unsentenced—as I describe below. As a public performance within the space
of the prison, the crucifixions did not “belong” to any one prisoner who under-
went this horrendous ordeal; the energy of the “sacred act,” a collective event par
excellence, became the imaginative property of the entire group of strikers and
to the growing population of the indefinitely imprisoned they represented. After
several months of fieldwork, however, I had acquired new vantage points onto
the internal dynamics of the prison that I could not have anticipated, troubling
my earlier understanding of the crucifixion campaign as I became more personally
involved in the plight of individual prisoners.

On discovering a foreign ethnographer’s presence and readiness to visit
the Penitenciarı́a, a human rights group in Guayaquil asked if I might collabo-
rate on a survey of prison living conditions. I didn’t need to be asked twice.
In an agreement between the organization and the Penitenciaŕıa’s Social Eval-
uation and Rehabilitation Committee, which sought to publicize its own trans-
parency, I was granted access to a shared office and plenty of time to interview
inmates and to document reports of abuse. Only in this space of officially sanc-
tioned daily interaction and exchanges with Peni inmates—including many of
the strikers—did aspects of cultural hierarchies inside the complex come to
light.
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Most of my contact with prison staff took place in the diagnostic section of
the plant, where sociologists and psychologists daily evaluated the inmates’ claims
of abuse, mental states, and bodily condition. Administrative elites complained
without end about facility overcrowding, underfunding, and the small-scale, tem-
porary insurrections (mot́ınes) that regularly took place to protest administrative
irregularities. Prison functionaries at every level, however, claimed that the facil-
ity’s most egregious structural problem lay in the state’s underfunding of inmate
rehabilitation programs, attributable in their view to the regular and unstoppable
grafting of prison funds. This “managerial malfunction,” they claimed, was stim-
ulated by the institution’s revolving door policy of a new prison administration
with each change in elected government—a phenomenon that occurred six times
in the preceding decade. As a result, the public monies budgeted for prisoners’
food and medicine always ran in short supply. The inmates themselves protested
bitterly over the horrendous quality of their meals, as well as the general absence of
medicine throughout the complex (two pills were available to treat every infirmity
from fevers to diabetes to HIV and AIDS). In this context, prison officials did not
consider themselves ethically responsible for infrastructural shortfalls because all
prisoners were granted the institutional privilege of the visita, that is, the “vis-
its” that took place three days per week when family, friends, and lovers could
bring food, money, and other supplies necessary for survival on the inside. The
state police in charge of the prison gates only haphazardly frisked visitors bring-
ing food and supplies into the complex, and whatever irregularities arose in the
process were easily quieted by passing one, five, or 20 dollar bills in obligatory
bribes.23

With minimally one-half the prison doing time on local or international
drug trafficking charges—a situation commonplace in South American countries
and regions affected by the U.S. “War on Drugs” (Nuñez Vega 2006; Wacquant
2009)—a steady flow of narco-dollars circulates between the cellblocks and the
world beyond the gates. The Peni’s flourishing informal drug economy has led
to a series of chilling additions to inmate and administrative hierarchies. First,
most cellblocks have organized themselves into shadow networks or “mafias” that
not only manage the flow of narcotics, money, and weapons but also engage in
a widespread and unchecked practice of blackmail, theft, and torture known as
sometimiento (“the subjugation”). The extortive process usually takes place in the
following manner: (1) a new inmate arrives in a cell block; (2) he is immediately
obligated to give to the cellblock mafia several hundred or several thousand dollars
(depending on his appearance or national origin) in exchange for guarantees of
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physical protection; and (3) his acceptance of this “deal” compels him to ask family
or acquaintances to lend him this sum to avoid being humiliated, tortured, or
assassinated. When I asked prisoners if certain individuals were specially targeted
with sometimiento, the reply was always the same: “everyone” (todos). On a typ-
ical day, I might interview well-off Colombians sentenced for drug-running and
impoverished urban Ecuadorians incarcerated preventively, each complaining of
sometimiento and showing me bruises or machete wounds. In general, however,
the extremely young and the extremely old were left alone. These cellblock rites
of initiation were rarely disclosed or denounced in Ecuador’s mainstream media,
drawing more attention from the crónica roja (the most sensational tabloid press)
and thus remaining urban legends for nearly everyone who lived beyond the prison
gates.24

The human tragedy of this arrangement is most evident in the story of Santiago
Teodoro Íbañez Castro, aka. “Baseball Cap,” that surfaced in late August 2004.
Sentenced for larceny and homicide, Baseball Cap located news reporters from the
tabloid journal Extra—the only newspaper, nationwide, to set up an office inside
the Peni—and pleaded with them to publicly denounce the existence of two mafia
groups trying to assassinate him. The cronica roja newspaper immediately began
to publish daily updates on his physical condition; by contrast, El Universo and
other mainstream Ecuadorian newspapers only focused on “events” in the prison,
delimiting news coverage to matters on the inside that would be of interest to the
broader urban public. The prison director claimed to have no prior knowledge of
Baseball Cap’s situation in front of the reporters. Three days later this very same
prisoner was shot dead with five bullets to the body, surprised in the act of kissing
his wife goodbye after her visita to the Penitenciary.25 El Universo failed to cover
Baseball Cap’s plight in the complex until he was actually murdered—ironically
reversing the logic of “serious” newspaper reportage and the “sensationalist” tabloid
press.

The life-threatening conditions of daily life in mafia-organized cellblocks pro-
vided the subjective backdrop to the prisoners’ campaign of crucifixions. However,
the deeper I ventured into the penal complex, the less the prisoners’ campaign of
crucifixions made sense in the way that Ecuadorian media and citizens discussed
it. Outside the prison, nearly all public representations of the campaign were
in agreement that crucifixion constituted a gruesome and consummate example
of self-torture. On the one hand, the violence of the prisoners’ gesture and its
ultimate addressee—the state—could not be denied. On the other hand, partic-
ipating prisoner strikers were all, to a greater or lesser degree, subjected to the
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life-threatening corporal discipline exercised not just by the state but also by the
prison mafia ignored by the state, inside the cellblocks. In a perverse twist of logic,
what appeared unequivocally to outsiders as the torture of crucifixion may have
simply externalized the normalization of these informal cruelties, a modality of
violence regularly visited on the bodies of the prison population at large.

THE SUPERVISION OF CRUCIFIXION

The national and municipal police do not enter the prison grounds or cellblocks
unless directly commanded to stop unrest. Police typically view their wage-earnings
as incommensurable with the dangers they would face in day-to-day administration
of Peni inhabitants. The supervision of prison grounds therefore falls into the
hands of the 117 formally contracted prison guards—of whom 97 were facility
employees by the turn of 2003–04. These individuals worked in three separate
shifts, leaving approximately 30 guards to supervise a population of nearly 4,000
at any given moment. Mostly ex-soldiers, unemployed security guards, or former
inmates themselves, the prison guards are underpaid by the state yet charged with
multiple critical responsibilities within the complex such as maintaining control
of common grounds, deciding on which block a new inmate will be housed, and
supervising the everyday movement of inmates (see Figure 4).

Vastly outnumbered by inmates (a guard-to-prisoner ratio of 1 : 130 is stan-
dard), the guards quickly employ force to maintain their aura of sovereign violence.
They often fire their weapon of choice, the sawed-off shotgun, in a dramatic display
of their power on the inside. My prison interviews were frequently interrupted
by the crack of shotgun fire, causing me to jump in my seat while the interviewee
remained stolidly focused on the task at hand—a smile widening across his face
at my outsider’s reaction. During Guayaquil’s sweltering afternoons, the stench
of overpopulated blocks and deplorable sanitary facilities compelled inmates to
request time in the common grounds. Here, however, they were subject to guard
abuse. Climbing facility rooftops to locate fresh air, the prisoners would play
a dangerous game of cat and mouse with guards who forbade the practice and
turned those afternoons into a kind of gallery shooting game. The prison’s un-
derstaffed medical facilities were usually replete with individuals suffering from
festering buckshot wounds. That it was uncommon to die from buckshot, how-
ever, only underscores the dramatic and performative role of these dangerous
encounters.

For the guards, every prisoner’s request has a price. The minimum fee to
move from one cellblock to another is $1. This complexwide gold standard restricts
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FIGURE 4. Inmates on the move between cellblocks, supervised by a prison guard.
(Author’s photograph)

mobility for the great majority of the inmates and plays directly into the hands of
resource-centralizing mafias (of whom there were said to be three in the complex).
Most traffic in goods and people ultimately takes place because of a guard’s direct
approval or mindful neglect. Stated another way, it is the guard as intermediary
between cellblock mafias and the prison administration who supervises day-to-day
inmate transactions and the basic conditions for penitentiary life.26

Most guards, regarded with suspicion outside the prison as individuals who
“know too much,” command near-superhuman respect inside the prison and take
home a monthly under-the-table income far higher than most police. Concomi-
tantly, they are also among the first employees of the federal prison bureau, the
so-called National Social Rehabilitation Office, to bear the economic devastation
of salary reductions or to shoulder the insecurity of work furloughs in periods of
national financial crisis. A delay in the payment of guard salaries in 2008 caused
the chief prison guard to remark to reporters, “I don’t want to justify [anything],
but how can you ask a worker not to engage in irregularities when they don’t pay
your wages on time?” Obviously reporters had provoked this unsavory spokesman
into providing a statement that would sensationalize the normalized corruption of
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his coworkers’ office. Still, this commentary opens a window into the ultraprecar-
iousness of the guards’ livelihood and to their reliance on the informal economy
inside the complex.

During six months of prison fieldwork in 2003–04, I calculate having paid
$300 to the guards or their inmate surrogates (the guias, or “guides”) in exchange
for weekly safe passage between cellblocks and administrative offices. No one
is exempt. But even the guards are compromised and tragic figures inside the
complex. Beyond the prison, they often cannot find employment because of the
stigma carried by veterans of the penal system in a city that generally views itself
as beset with violence, corruption, and theft. The cruelty of the penal state, in
other words, extended to the treatment of prison guards. As the informal nexus of
the penitentiary, the guards find themselves ever more threatened by, yet drawn
ever closer to, the cellblock mafias and the reach of their coercive power inside
and beyond the complex gates. Doubly responsible to the Prison Administration
and the prison’s informal hierarchy, it should come as no surprise that prison
guard mortality rate increased dramatically over the last decade. Guayaquil’s major
newspaper El Universo was among the first to report on the high number of violent
employee fatalities—both inside and outside the prison complex—when four
guards were assassinated between 2005 and 2007. The morbid list that El Universo

published gave all the appearance of a serious crimes daily police blotter:

September 24th , 2005. The guard Carlos Macı́as was killed by unknown subjects
on an urban bus near Florida Norte.
December 10th , 2005. The chief guard of the Penitenciaŕıa del Litoral, Luis
Tenemaza Vivanco, was killed by multiple rounds of gunshot when he went
to buy construction materials in El Fort́ın.
April 9th , 2006. Lisacio Quinde was a guard in the Penitenciarı́a when assassi-
nated with ten bullets inside his home in the Cooperative Santiaguito Roldós,
[ostensibly] for maintaining intimate relations with the wife of a prison inmate.
February 24th , 2007. The guard Miguel Ángel Muñoz Ortega was killed in a
flurry of gunfire on the corner next to his house, located in the fourth section
of El Recreo in Durán.27

For Peni prison guards in the middle of the last decade, one could anticipate a
mortality rate of approximately two percent of the workforce per year or, rather,
in the index favored by the international human rights community, 2,000 deaths for
every 100,000 persons—eclipsing the figures one might expect under conditions of
open warfare.28 And there was no exit from this form of imprisonment. The guards
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too were forced to navigate deep inside an overcrowded and dangerous prison
environment during their work shifts. Although the preventively incarcerated
were able to publicize the illegality of their juridical confinement through acts
of self-crucifixion, the guards who collaborated in turning a blind eye to their
protests might be more properly described as socioeconomically “confined” and
hence, symmetrically at least, sympathetic to the protesters’ cause. This is one
major reason why the guards—in opposition to yet strangely complicit with the
preventively incarcerated—willingly participated in the staging of the campaign.
As no guard accepted my request to be interviewed, my prison ethnography was
limited to analyzing the means and conditions by which they aided and abetted
Guayaquil’s preventively detained.

At the outset of my fieldwork, I failed to comprehend how the prison ad-
ministration allowed its charges to brutalize themselves in frenzied media events.
The very idea of inmates publicizing their own crucifixion to denounce penal code
inside a correctional facility seemed impossibly different from the controlled segre-
gation and supervigilance synonymous with U.S. carceral practice (Rhodes 2001).
But after several months observing the ecology of violence inside, I now realized
the extent to which the prison’s informal hierarchies, rather than its titular ad-
ministration, made these crucifixions possible. The inmates, guards, and cellblock
mafias formed a variety of unaccountable “gray zones,” layers of sovereign violence
exercised on the bodies of all who were thrown deep into the labyrinth of the penal
state, unfathomable to anyone who hasn’t spent a great deal of time living behind
its various political, legal, economic, social, and material walls.

The cross political theology of Ecuadorian sovereignty made possible a cam-
paign of crucifixions inside federal prison, held together by the fact that the guards
likewise found themselves “caught on the inside,” creating the unequally shared
conditions of incarceration by which prison employees facilitated the inmates’
spectacular protest. The guards literally helped to stage the crucifixions. But while
guards may have served the prisoners’ interests by acting as a kind of “stage crew,”
the true horror of the event, I would argue, resides in the absence of a single
morally accountable “director.” One might argue instead that a new moral collec-
tivity emerged from within the space of the overcrowded Penitenciarı́a through
multiple forms of vicarious participation in the crucifixion event. The broadly yet
differently shared conditions of victimization within the penal state led multiple
actors on the inside, who may not have been preventively incarcerated—but who
were similarly submerged within a state that turned away from citizens’ rights—to
identify with the politico-juridically forsaken.
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A THEOLOGICAL DISCOVERY

Only toward the end of my research did I meet the prisoner who devised the
plan to sacrifice himself by approximating the sublated yet constitutive violence
of Christianity itself. Juan Zamorra was a youthful 40-something who had spent
three years in the Peni, without sentence, on drug-related charges. An evangelical
preacher loaned him a Bible and told him to open the book to any passage and the
Holy Spirit would speak to him. When Juan opened the book, his eyes lit on 2
Corinthians 6, a passage in which Paul describes Christian grace and salvation in
the face of persecution:

We put no stumbling block in anyone’s path, so that our ministry will not
be discredited. Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every
way: in great endurances; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings,
imprisonments and riots. . .; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful
speech and in the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness in the
right hand and in the left. [2 Corinthians 6:3–7]

This passage ends with an allusion to the Book of Isaiah and to prophetic command:
“Therefore come out from them and be separate” (6:17). In Juan’s recollection,
he walked the cellblock in a daze as he recognized his calling to militate against his
preventive imprisonment using theologically fashioned weapons of influence. The
biblical passage spoke to his situation.

What Zamorra helped to organize the following weeks and months would
turn into the most successful prison strike in living memory. But it would not have
taken place if Zamorra had not been placed in Treaty Cellblock—a large dormitory
chamber, housing a mix of prisoners from a variety of national backgrounds.
In Guayaquil’s Peni and other federal penitentiaries, foreign nationals who find
themselves incarcerated are subject to the most extreme forms of mafia extortion
and torture inside the complex (cf. Nuñez Vega 2006:79). For these reasons, most
internationals who can tempt guards with sizable bribes are housed in a secluded
cellblock adjacent to the diagnostic section of the prison complex. This special
treatment draws the ire of the majority of the Ecuadorian prisoners, who do not
enjoy the personal security of living in this relatively stable, isolated space, and
usually consider foreign prisoners aniñada (or “girly,” in the prisoner’s masculinized
language): that is, incapable of surviving on the inside without the external leverage
of their wealth, diplomatic contacts, or complicity with the guards. Still, not every
foreign national possessed these external resources; those who could not afford
to be sheltered with the international population were subsequently placed in
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Treaty Cellblock. The conditions of daily life inside Treaty Cellblock were highly
unusual when compared to the rest of the Peni. Because the guards placed only the
most docile national prisoners in this dormitory chamber—in an effort to hedge
against sometimiento and other forms of violence—they did not feel obligated to
monitor the cellblock with equal regularity. Here is where Zamorra and others
hatched their plan for the campaign. Included among the strikers were one Polish
citizen, one Peruvian, one South African, one Russian, two Colombians, and
26 Ecuadorians.29 Importantly, several of the foreign nationals were visited and
monitored by representatives from their state or local consulates. This diplomatic
oversight, along with the international flavor of the protests themselves, lent a
further degree of legitimacy to the prisoners’ appeals.

Had crucifixions taken place in a cellblock comprised of poor Ecuadorian na-
tionals, the majority of the preventively imprisoned—urban male youth, charged
with minor crimes—would have been subject to administration pressure or the
guard’s brutal intervention as proxies of the mafia and the state. This realization
led me to see how the crucifixion protests’ juridical success was contingent on a
deeper series of moral exclusions: not only were guards’ interests in facilitating the
campaign absolutely illegible to the Ecuadorian public, so too was the role of
foreign nationals, accorded entirely different privileges within a shared space
of confinement. The active collusion of both groups were essential to the staging
of the campaign and the broadcasting of its legal appeal. However, the neoliberal
order that linked urban economic revitalization to the growth of a penal state
remained unchallenged in its stigmatization of marginalized urban subjects—both
inside the prison and the city at large. Particular circumstances unique to Treaty
Block adjusted the balance of impunity to favor the cause of the preventively
imprisoned. To understand punitive containment from the experience of those
submerged deepest inside the penal state, however, one must additionally take into
consideration how poor urban suspects, newly scapegoated by the city’s neoliberal
transformations, were channeled into the prisons without recourse to social or legal
protections.

SUBMERGED IN THE PENAL STATE

Consider Julio Ruı́z Aguilar. Julio approached me as I was interviewing prison-
ers to create a database of abuse complaints. The Director of Social Rehabilitation—
who had spent 20 years working inside, and assumed the prison directorship in
2000 before quickly losing it when she attempted, unsuccessfully, to undermine
the prison guard–mafia alliance—welcomed my labors and gave me, as previously
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mentioned, a space to carry out my work. Julio took a seat across the table, in a
room saturated with tropical light, wearing a look of consternation as he explained
his predicament. I could observe rows of scars on his shoulders and the crown of
his head. On entering the Peni, administrative higher-ups placed Julio under the
care of a guard who brought him to the evangelical cellblock, Saint Paul, where
he met with a mafia “secretary.” This informal functionary demanded $180–$190
to secure a place of residence. Almost penniless, Julio was swiftly relocated to the
least desirable block—Low Reclusion—where the local capo directed inmates to
rob him of what little he did carry and to threaten further abuse. There Julio would
remain for a year and three months.

Across the conversation we shared, Julio never disclosed how he fell into
arrears with Low Reclusion’s mafia: a life-threatening problem, the consequences
of which had brought him to the psychologist’s office and to my interview table.
The normal path to one’s indebtedness on the inside occurs through regular mafia
extortion for physical protection. But another factor in debt accumulation was
habitual drug use; any loan taken out was repayable at a 100 percent weekly interest
rate, causing the majority of working-class inmates who dabbled in narcotics to
spiral into insolvency and to become a primary cellblock target of abuse (or, in
a cruel twist of fate, an agent recruited to settle the internal scores of the mafia
elite—making this shadow hierarchy’s most illicit machinations “undiscoverable”).
The failure to pay back his mafia capo subjected him to daily physical abuse: ten
or so prison mates would descend on Julio at any moment, usually striking him
with the blunt edge of a machete. The previous night, for example, Julio glimpsed
inmates reaching for their weapon and he ran for his life to the cellblock’s farthest
corner. In the full light of day, however, he seemed no less frightened.

None of his relatives were capable of providing material support. Julio’s
mother and younger sisters had recently emigrated to Spain. His lone brother
remaining in Guayaquil committed suicide two months earlier, leaving him emo-
tionally devastated by the loss. But his own life-threatening debt worried Julio
most of all. Our hushed conversation dealt primarily with the everyday violence of
Low Reclusion, but it also touched on his unclear juridical status. After spending
15 months inside the Peni, without sentence, Julio technically was scheduled for
release under Article 24. The prison guards understood his precarious legal situ-
ation, allowing him to leave Low Reclusion to consult with the Public Attorney
and lower-level court officials to process his release papers. However, each time
Julio requested an exit from Low Reclusion the guards now demanded $2 instead
of their usual $1 fee.
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Julio’s case was not atypical in the Penitenciarı́a. The juridico-political con-
ditions that led to his punitive confinement were so absurd they were nearly
inexplicable. When I asked why the police apprehended him, Julio did not hesitate
to elaborate upon his circumstances:

Julio: “Look, my case is simple; nobody’s helping me and [the
authorities] haven’t found any type of evidence [against me].
My problem was that I was defiling [property], I was at a
party and doing my business [estaba ensuciando] on an empty
lot, just a bunch of ground without walls, with nothing,
you know, just an empty construction site, so I lower my
pants to take care of my biological needs [and] far back inside
there was a security guard outpost, and there I was. . . drunk
and. . .”

Ethnographer: “Where were you, exactly?”
J: “In the center, in the center [of the city]”
E: “But in what part?”
J: “In B and Pontón [on the margins of the urban center], okay?

And they came out and hit me right here [pointing to his
ribs].”

E: “Were they Municipal Police?”
J: “No, just [security] guards. I fainted from the bullet that hit

me, and from that point [on] I don’t remember anything
more. They took me to the hospital in handcuffs, and from
there, when I got better, they took me to police headquarters
where they showed me papers that said I was booked for
robbery . . .”

Julio’s story lasted several more minutes. After security guards delivered him
to the police, officials at the Judicial Police Headquarters forced him to sign
documents admitting to attempted robbery. The Judicial Police station in Guayaquil
is synonymous with tactics of coercive confession. Unsolicited, a majority of my
Peni interviewees offered up lurid details about the forms of abuse that suspects
can expect when brought into police custody. Torture was commonplace. It was
especially prevalent for those who resisted or who refused to admit to an offence
under any circumstance. Among the different forms of mistreatment I was able
to document across my interviews included waterboarding (simulated drowning),
electric shock (frequently applied to the genitals), and stress positions (e.g., being
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forced to stand without moving for several hours or being suspended upside-down
from the ceiling by a rope tied to one’s hands). Nearly all hostages of the security
state were subjected to one or more of these torments during their initial phase of
the interrogation process (CDH–Guayaquil 2003).

It was not surprising to me that Julio signed his confession and avoided
such a brutalizing ritual—or a juridical “witch hunt,” in the choice words of
the prison ethnographer Nuñez Vega (2006). Julio confirmed that police officials
planted evidence on his body to make their accusations—whether or not the event
unfolded as he claimed. But what struck me as particularly unassailable was his
claim that, unlike his experience in the Penitenciarı́a, at least in the Judiciary Police
headquarters he understood that he wouldn’t be assassinated. It is necessary to
add that Julio’s Peni experience was not particularly unusual. The juridical process
of interrogation, indictment, and indefinite incarceration had exposed Julio to a
labyrinth of abuse and increasingly mortal violence; the deeper and longer he was
forced to navigate a penal system that wouldn’t allow him the privilege of rights,
the more he realized that help could arrive only from outside the physical and moral
architecture of the penal state.

In the final moments of our interview, I asked Julio whether his state-assigned
defense lawyer’s appeals were making any legal headway. His reply seemed at
first to dodge my question: “If preventive imprisonment ends and if God desires
[si Dios quiera] I’ll leave, but that isn’t going to happen.” Yet the syntax of Julio’s
statement—its peculiar Christian and postcolonial grammar—also betrayed the
uncanny appeal of religious protest in the face of a unjust state practices. The
prisoners’ reliance on the language of rights demanded a modicum of charitable
goodwill to effect any change in their forsaken legal condition. Granted neither
civil nor human rights, the prisoners sought to physically incarnate the paradigmatic
image of Catholic sacrifice, and to demonstrate the moral worthiness of their
claim through a religious performance-of-last-resort. Ultimately, the prisoners’
crucifixions held up a mirror to the Ecuadorian theological mechanism of sovereign
power. “If preventive imprisonment ends and God desires [si Dios quiera], I’ll
leave. . .”

THE CROSS POLITICAL THEOLOGY OF THE PENAL STATE

In Ecuador, preventive imprisonment turned into a fraught public issue at
the turn of the millennium, when mayors of large cities were directing municipal
police to act in concert with national police, neighborhood, and private security
forces in curtailing urban crime. The reorganization of security groups ratcheted up
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the cumulative level of urban surveillance, especially in commercial zones marked
for tourism and international investment. In this context, urban renewal’s greatest
dissimulative “success” is the masking of punitive containment: a form of social
cleansing justified by neoliberal discourse as a providential reordering of urban
space. The municipality’s policies of zero tolerance added to the number of daily
arrests, and Guayaquil’s prison system quickly filled with more inmates than the
court system could process.

This banal configuration of the “removal” of crime suspects from the emerging
security state is on the rise throughout Latin America and large swaths of the Global
South, abetted by juridico-political mechanisms in league with market based capi-
talism and the militarization of urban space (cf. Duschinski 2009; Peutz 2006; Siegel
1998; Stephen 2000). In Guayaquil, preventive imprisonment as such fomented
unprecedented levels of urban distrust toward the privatization of sovereign force—
facilitating the conditions under which multiple publics experienced corecognition
with the crucifying prisoners’ extralegal plight. As the crucifixion protests raged in
the Penitenciarı́a, however, the United States was critically embroiled in its own
strategy of punitive containment—in this case, of removing suspected terrorists
from a planetary-wide theater of warfare. The Ecuadorian national media added
their own voices to the global outcry over the systematic forms of abuse practiced
in Guantánamo, Abu Ghraib, and undisclosed numbers of “black sites.” But nary
a single article drew parallels between the security strategies of the United States
and what in mundane, local urban circumstances was flourishing extralegally across
the Ecuadorian penal state.

Figure 5 shows the only reference I encountered during my fieldwork that
linked these two phenomena together—a political cartoon. This cartoon’s ironiza-
tion of Ecuadorian double standards in the treatment of juridical hostages obviously
failed to impress the caricaturist’s newspaper colleagues. At the height of the cruci-
fixion campaign, on December 23, 2003, an Op Ed journalist in El Universo decried
the existence of 600 prisoners held indefinitely in Guantánamo under enemy com-
batant charges in the U.S. “War on Terror.” Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian federal
government’s failure to implement Article 24 of its own constitution meant that
roughly 6,000 suspected criminals were preventively incarcerated without sen-
tence, warehoused and being held indefinitely under abject and life-threatening
conditions. The author concluded that, “the road traveled by [U.S. President
George W.] Bush is as dangerous as an enemy who, encouraged by his own be-
lief in justice, seeks only to destroy. This is the pathway to fear and juridical
arbitrariness.”
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FIGURE 5. Left: “I never imagined they’d discover that we tortured and humiliated them”;
Right: “If we knew, we would’ve sent them to Ecuadorian prisons.” El Universo, May 7, 2004.

The juridical success of the crucifixion campaign united the will of multi-
ple Ecuadorian publics and momentarily resuscitated full constitutional rights to
a portion of the preventively imprisoned—a process that was never complete, as
evidenced by the Op Ed writer’s internationally focused yet locally directed state-
ment. My ethnographic work has investigated a radically contingent moment when
captives of the emerging security state successfully agitated against their punitive
containment. Worldwide, many of these juridical hostages appeal to religious au-
thority to make sense of their forsaken legal condition and to demonstrate their
convictions in the absence of civil or human rights. The appeal to religious justice
often fails to register with their captors’ own political or theological sensibilities.
But protests of this kind may frequently meet with deep resonance beyond the site
of incarceration, galvanizing public sympathy in sectors of the security state with
different grievances about the unfolding of sovereign violence. The Ecuadorian
case I have outlined above is but one example. Far from being divided by punitive
containment, the prisoners’ 2003–04 crucifixion campaign shows how sovereign
violence often remains singularly communicable and contestable through forms of
religious struggle.

This essay has demonstrated how well-chosen politico-theological interven-
tions may serve to mitigate the unchecked growth of urban and national security
discourse. If the crucifixion campaign was indeed “successful,” it was, rather, the
way in which crucifying prisoners, in a flash of politico-theological recognition,
made sense of the sovereign violence, both inside and beyond the prison, that
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served as the tipping point at which public opinion turned against the Ecuadorian
penal state. In late 2003, Ecuador’s suspected criminals shifted their grievances
from requests for clemency in a juridical system that denied them even a modicum
of civil recognition, to a more powerful public denouncement of Ecuadorian state
and legal privatization, as well as its hidden modalities of violence. Thirty-four
juridical hostages tapped into a Christian imaginary of moral origins and sacrificial
obligations, initiating a politico-theological movement inside a prison capable of
circumventing neoliberal order and its prevailing carceral regime. Although the
Penitenciaŕıa strikers commanded great public sympathy in the wake of their
crucifixions, the guards and international prisoners whose experience of confine-
ment to some degree paralleled that of the preventively incarcerated, and who
made their demonstrations possible, remain publicly ignored and cross-culturally
reviled. These events testify to the quickening power of political theology as an
ethical foundation for contesting sovereign violence in contemporary democratic
societies, and provide a cautionary tale about its multiple zones of ethical blindness.

ABSTRACT
This essay examines inmate “crucifixion protests” in Ecuador’s largest prison during
2003–04. It shows how the preventively incarcerated—of whom there are thousands—
managed to effectively denounce their extralegal confinement by embodying the violence
of the Christian crucifixion story. This form of protest, I argue, simultaneously clarified
and obscured the multiple layers of sovereign power that pressed down on urban crime
suspects, who found themselves persecuted and forsaken both outside and within the
space of the prison. Police enacting zero-tolerance policies in urban neighborhoods are
thus a key part of the penal state, as are the politically threatened family members
of the indicted, the sensationalized local media, distrustful neighbors, prison guards,
and incarcerated mafia. The essay shows how the politico-theological performance of
self-crucifixion responded to these internested forms of sovereign violence, and were
briefly effective. The inmates’ cross intervention hence provides a window into the way
sovereignty works in the Ecuadorean penal state, drawing out how incarceration trends
and new urban security measures interlink, and produce an array of victims.

Keywords: preventive imprisonment, penal state, sovereignty, security,
Christianity, political theology, urban renewal
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Anthropology. The Comité Permanente por la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos (CDH–Guayaquil)
was instrumental to my investigation and understanding of the depths of preventive imprisonment.
I dedicate this essay to the memory of Soledad Rodŕıguez, who as Director of Social Rehabilitation
in 2003–04 openly welcomed my ethnographic research in the Penitenciaŕıa del Litoral. She was
murdered in front of her own house while leaving for work on April 27, 2007, having recently
assumed Directorship of the Prison and initiated major reforms of the prison guard–mafia alliance.
All names of prisoners and cellblocks found in my essay were, for obvious reasons, made anonymous.

1. The Constitutional Assembly’s impetus for creating Article 24 in 1998 was the timely 1997
report of the Inter-American Commission for Human Rights, “The Situation of Human Rights
in Ecuador,” which noted that 70 percent of individuals held in Ecuadorian prisons were
currently detained without sentence.

2. For a comprehensive overview of Article 24 and its interpretation by Ecuador’s Constitutional
Tribunal, the reader should consult Flores Aguierre (2007).

3. A full-length prison documentary on this event was produced by a group of young Ecuadorian
filmmakers, working in coordination with anthropologist Jorge Nuñez Vega. See Herrera and
colleagues (2005).

4. By referring to “reclusion, discipline, and rehabilitation,” I draw on Foucault’s now-classic
exposition of the ideal-typical Benthamite model of the panopticon as a “compassionate” reform
discourse: of the prisoner’s internalization of the gaze of society, cultivating dispositions
more productive to the state within “the soul” of the prisoner. Although hard to imagine
a less panoptical structure than Guayaquil’s Peni, I might add that the prisoners’ gesture of
crucifixion appealed to Christian notions of piety as an index of interior religious identity—only
to denounce the penal regime to which they were subjected.

5. The rhetoric of millennialism was revitalized during the anticorporate indigenous mobilizations
against the state in the 1990s (Whitten 2003), and almost immediately appropriated by the
emerging neoliberal elite to justify the demand for “private–public” state initiatives. See Sawyer
(2004).

6. The same dominant political machine that imported the use of NGOs and zero-tolerance
policies to rearrange private control over urban space in Guayaquil, León Febres-Cordero’s
Social Christian Party, not surprisingly led congressional efforts to legitimate preventive
imprisonment (Aguierre 2007:24). In Guayaquil, urban renewal militated both politically and
juridically against the majority of urban residents, in particular young working-class men who
forge their livelihood across the informal and illicit labor economies.

7. “Libertad de presos sin sentencia divide criterios de judiciales,” Telegrafo, January 20, 2004:
9A; “Reclusos exijen libertad con nuevas crucifixiones,” El Universo, January 7, 2004: 9A;
“Liberación de presos preocupa a jueces y poĺıcia,” Telegrafo, December 16, 2003: 6.

8. “Vamos a ofrendar nuestra sangre como un ejemplo de coraje y valor para que 776 presos
puedan salir en libertad,” El Universo, August 8, 1999: 7.

9. The demographic data for Penitenciaŕıa prisoners in 2003–04 were not available during my
fieldwork; incredibly enough, they did not yet exist—the first state census of Ecuador’s largest
state prison last decade took place in 2008.

10. “6,779 reos sin sentencia habitan carceles del pais,” statement from article “Reclusos pidieron
a la CSJ aclarar la aplicación de prisión en firme,” El Universo, December 24, 2003: 8A.

11. See, for example, “Nuevo corte de agua potable causó malestar en la penitenciaŕıa,” El Universo,
March 18, 2004: 8A.

12. “Reos dieron 48 horas o enjuiciarán al Estado,” El Universo, January 6, 2004: 7A.
13. “En Guayas 379 Presos Saldŕıan en Libertad,” El Universo, August 8, 1999: 6.
14. Compare “Recluso se crucificó durante una huelga,” El Universo, September 2, 2003: 7A; and

“Caos en la penitenciaŕıa por huelga de 34 reclusos,” El Universo, September 4, 2003: 8A.
15. “Mantilla visitó a recluses en huelga,” El Universo, September 6, 2003: 8A.
16. See, for example, Jorge Poveda Zúñiga “expressed concern that, among the prisoners who

would be set free, one might find highly dangerous delinquents,” Telegrafo, December 16,
2003: 6.
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17. “International Religious Freedom Report 2007: Ecuador,” Bureau of Democracy, Hu-
man Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State, http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2007/90252.htm, accessed May 10, 2010.

18. “Informales anunciaron una huelga de hambre,” El Universo, July 20, 2009: 11; “Protesta de
informales se mantiene,” El Universo, August 23, 2008: 10.

19. See “Conjuntura: Pedido protestas por pago de liquidaciones,” El Universo, March 11, 2008: 7.
20. See “Re se crucificó y cortó su piel con hoja de afeitar,” El Universo, August 7, 1999: 8.
21. See “Reos no suspenderán huelga en la penitenciarı́a,” El Universo, September 18, 2003: 8A.
22. See “Unos 1,500 detenidos sin sentencia podŕıan recuperar su libertad,” El Universo, January

15, 2004: 9A.
23. Ecuador adopted U.S. currency in 2000, to stem rampant inflation, through an economic

program known as “dolarización.”
24. The process of sometimiento was hardly mentioned by Guayaquil’s mainstream press before

the 2006 election of president Rafael Correa. The Peni’s inmates along with their families
frequently denounce “corruption” and “bribes,” but only from inside the space of the peniten-
tiary, which is by all appearance a more permissible complaint. See “Denuncias de Corrupcion
y Coimas en Penitenciaria,” El Universo, September 3, 2004: 8A.

25. See “Me Quieren Matar: El ‘Engorrado’ Denuncia Desde el Interior del Penal,” Extra, August
7, 2004: 3; “. . .Y Lo Mataron: Que Lo Maten Delante de Mi,” Extra, August 10, 2004: 2; and
“Lo Mataban Cuando Me Daba Un Beso,” Extra, August 11, 2004: 2.

26. When I asked the prison director what he considered the most basic code for coexistence
inside the plant, he instantly snapped, “Simple: where my rights end, yours begin.” From my
ethnographic point of view, focused on the structured lawlessness that governed cellblock
hierarchies, this rule of thumb was a perfect summation of the structured violence that marks
the relationship between guard and prisoner.

27. “Las pistas apuntan al penal por crimen contra la directora,” El Universo, April 28, 2007: 1.
28. For example, of all U.S. armed forces personnel assigned to the zones of warfare in South-

east Asia between 1955 and 1975 (8,744,000), 58,000 lost their lives—approximating a
0.67 percent fatality rate over the entire time frame of 20 years. See Department of
Defense Personnel and Procurement Statistics, http://siadapp.dmdc.osd.mil/personnel/
CASUALTY/vietnam.pdf, accessed May 10, 2010.

29. See “Caos en la penitenciaŕıa por huelga de 34 reclusos,” El Universo, September 4, 2003: 8A.

Editors Note: Cultural Anthropology has published several essays on media politics in Latin
America. See, for example, Cymene Howe’s “Spectacles of Sexuality: Televisionary Activism
in Nicaragua” (2008), Charles Briggs’s “Mediating Infanticide: Theorizing Relations between
Narrative and Violence” (2007), and Kent Maynard’s “Protestant Theories and Anthropological
Knowledge: Convergent Models in the Ecuadorian Sierra” (1993).
Cultural Anthropology has also published a number of essays on prisons, including Daniel Fisher’s
“Mediating Kinship: Country, Family, and Radio in Northern Australia” (2009), Karolina
Szmagalska-Follis’s “Repossession: Notes on Restoration and Redemption in Ukraine’s West-
ern Borderland” (2008), and Lorna Rhodes’s “Changing the Subject: Conversation in Super-
max” (2005).
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