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Abstract 
 

“Resocialize to Conquer the Future”: Incarceration and Reform in Rio de Janeiro 
 

by 
 

David C Thompson 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology 
 

Designated Emphasis in Global Metropolitan Studies 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor James Holston, Chair 
 

This dissertation examines the interventions made in the lives and futures of those incarcerated in 
Rio de Janeiro’s men’s prisons in the name of “resocialization.” I argue that resocialization – the 
network of practices oriented towards “reforming” or rehabilitating those in prison – animates 
the prison system and structures how both prison workers and the incarcerated apprehend and 
navigate the institution. That is, prisons come to understand, treat, analyze, punish, and 
ultimately release, those within their custody based on a simultaneous promise and demand for 
resocialization. They do so despite the prevalence of violence, overcrowding, and an entrenched 
culture of punitivism both within the criminal justice system and in Brazil more broadly. At the 
same time, many of those in prison are invested within the same normative trajectory of reform 
against which they are held accountable by prison workers. As such, the motto of the state prison 
administration – “Resocialize to Conquer the Future” – represents a legal and moral injunction to 
reform that structures prison life and governance. 

The analytical focus of the dissertation centers on the points of encounter between incarcerated 
people and those workers or volunteers whose work falls under the broad mandate to resocialize. 
I examine the engagements of public defenders, evangelical missionaries, and psychosocial 
“technicians” with rehabilitative projects and procedures. Additionally, I follow incarcerated 
people both during and after their imprisonment, as they endeavor to build and pursue futures for 
themselves while also struggling to pursue the ideals and expectations set out by resocialization’s 
narrative. The relationship between these two groups, I argue, channels a series of anxieties 
surrounding race, gender and kinship, concerns that shape what becomes recognizable within the 
institution as a properly reformed subject. As a result, resocialization functions through 
foreclosure as much as potential or possibility; it becomes a tool wielded within prisons towards 
both punitive and emancipatory ends, often blurring the distinction between the two. 

Through this analysis, the dissertation offers a new form of engagement with resocialization, and 
rehabilitation more broadly, that remains open to its variegated effects beyond any ostensible 
successes or failures. I also demonstrate that the social continues to serve as an anchor for the 
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project of incarceration, since both prisons and the imprisoned come to be understood in 
reference to “society” even as they are positioned as outside it. By underlining the anticipatory 
nature of prisons, I contend that incarceration constitutes a key site that determines what 
individual and collective futures are imaginable, particularly in the context of Brazilian 
democracy and its expanding penal state.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction: Where the Sun Rises Square 
 

Brazilians occasionally refer euphemistically to prison as the place “where the sun rises 
square” (“onde o sol nasce quadrado”). The phrase refers to the view from the inside of a prison 
cell looking out into the world. As the sun breaks over the concrete horizon of a prison window, 
it appears not as a circle, but rather diced by the iron bars bolted into concrete walls. This view 
sketches out a distinct configuration of imprisonment, one that looks outwards from within, 
illuminated by a sun made square and by a certain form of hopeful longing. The isolation 
produced through prison, as well as the experience of that negation, is cast against an outside that 
is as much temporally as geographically dislocated. To watch the square sun rise is to focus one’s 
attention elsewhere, into the future. But it is a future fragmented, constrained, and mediated by 
the visceral experience of isolation, a view circumscribed and framed by those iron bars. And the 
light from the prison window does more than provide a view to the outside – it also delineates 
the person as an object of supervision and intervention, even if only as an outline, a silhouette. 

I begin with this image because it offers a unique perspective with which to approach and 
understand imprisonment. The light that enters prison is confined and confining, but it also opens 
up a view towards somewhere else. It draws the imprisoned outwards; but like Bentham’s 
panopticon (1994), this light captures them and carries their image to an observer somewhere 
further inside. In my reading of this scene, the square sun represents a certain form of hopeful 
anticipation, as well as a set of displacements and deferrals. It thereby encapsulates the 
ambivalence of the future, the interplay of openings and closures, light and shadow, that all seem 
to promise a life after prison even as that very anticipation becomes a resource to be mined in 
service of governing the carceral present. Nowhere is this clearer than in the project to reform the 
incarcerated, to reorient them towards a form of life and belonging within a social pact 
understood as both lawful and moral – a project known in Rio de Janeiro as resocialization. 

This dissertation argues that resocialization animates prison life and governance within the 
penal system of the state of Rio de Janeiro. “Resocialization” (“ressocialização”) signifies the 
interventions made in the lives and futures of those in prison that might reform the criminal-
object into a citizen-subject. The trajectory of reform marked out by resocialization also emerges 
as an evaluative tool against which those in prison are measured and classified. At the same time, 
resocialization’s narrative is taken up by both prison workers and incarcerated people as a way to 
make meaning of the institution and their experiences within it. The concept holds out the 
possibility of a future within the violence of the present. As such, the collective hopes and 
anxieties attached to the imprisoned, as well as fundamental questions about the nature of human 
change and the possibilities for individual and social futures, all coalesce within narratives and 
practices of resocialization. 

I take as the title of my dissertation the motto of Rio de Janeiro’s prison administration: 
Resocialize to Conquer the Future (“Ressocializar para um Futuro Conquistar”). There is 
something of an irony in this motto, emblazoned on the gates of every prison in the state, when 
beyond those gates lie over-crowded units organized and maintained through both legal and 
extra-legal forms of violence that seem antithetical to any project of reform. But I contend that 
this institution, and indeed these forms of violence, are shaped, at least in part, by the 
simultaneous promise and burden of resocialization. I do so by tracing its effects within the 
everyday experiences and practices of an institution where the sun rises square – both on the part 
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of prison workers and the imprisoned. By following the work of these actors to construct 
individual and collective futures, I also demonstrate that such futures are central to the project of 
incarceration. 

Two moments illustrate the weight of these futures. The first: in early 2016, a few months 
before I began fieldwork, Rio de Janeiro hosted the first national conference on Support for the 
Formerly Incarcerated – which, despite the name, gathered many of those who worked within the 
prison system as well as state and NGO actors who provided support for the formerly 
incarcerated. While I missed the event, stories about it circulated among prison workers for many 
months afterwards. All those I spoke to referred to the conference as an unqualified success, 
since it brought together the energies of resocialization workers and made tangible the possibility 
of concrete changes within the prison system. Within this event, however, was a tragic moment 
that clearly stuck within the minds of my interlocutors, since I heard it in various forms over the 
following year. 

On the second day of the conference, a social worker who had flown in from the north-east 
of Brazil gave a presentation outlining the organization of her home state’s parole office, the 
details of which nobody seemed to remember. What they did recall was her account of a phone 
call she had recently received from one of her clients, a man who had been released from prison 
a few months earlier and was out on parole. The man was crying when she picked up the phone, 
although he began by thanking her for everything she had done for him, for the kindness she had 
shown him and the work she had put in for him to put his life together after prison. But he simply 
could not find work. He was calling to apologize to her for what he was about to do – to “return 
to crime” (“voltar ao crime”) and give up the hunt for a job and, by extension, the kind of life 
both he and the social worker desired for him. He hung up on her as she attempted to persuade 
him not to give up hope. She never heard from him again. His tears became hers as she told the 
story to the audience; several members of the audience also began crying. 

Over a year later, I was sitting down in a relatively large room in the prison that I call René 
Dotti, one of two units that form the focus of this dissertation. This time my entrance was 
authorized as part of a special event, a theater performance that had been organized and directed 
by Diogo, an incarcerated man I had come to know over the course of my fieldwork. The play 
followed the life of a young travesti, Luana, who had herself recently been incarcerated. The first 
scene saw the actors playing her parents step up onto the stage during their very first prison visit. 
While they tried to comfort their daughter, she was inconsolable; she had received a sentence of 
23 years – one that, in fact, was the same as Diogo’s own sentence. After they left, Diogo and 
another man came up onto the stage and started circling her, hissing out their lines: “It’s 
hopeless,” “You have nothing to live for,” “Why don’t you just kill yourself?” Luana picked up a 
book to wave them off, before she opened its covers and started reading – gradually a smile came 
over her face. When her parents returned in the final scene, they noticed the change. She told 
them that she had begun to see hope for the future; not only could she change, she could also 
change others. In the final moments of the production, her parents sat next to her. Luana opened 
the book, and they began reading together. 

The play received a thunderous applause from the audience, which included a few prison 
staff including the psychologist who had organized the event, as well as a few visitors such as 
myself and many other incarcerated people. Afterwards, Diogo took to the stage again, wiping 
tears from his eyes, and began by thanking God for the opportunity to be present today as well as 
all of us present for our attention. “Who would have thought,” he asked us, “even two years ago, 
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that this little black kid from the favela would be here today, writing, making theater? Everyone 
here, every single person, has the capacity to change.” As he finished speaking, he left the stage 
and hugged his fellow actors, as a band began to set up in front of the stage to play ‘The Girl 
from Ipanema.’ But we were running out of time – soon after, a guard came to usher us all out of 
the room. Diogo and the other incarcerated participants returned to their cells; we were quickly 
escorted out of the prison. 

Taken together, these two moments capture something of the optimism and the tragedy of 
reform. The first is a story that circulated through Rio’s prisons not because it was shocking but 
rather because it dramatically exemplified an experience that resocialization workers already 
knew: that their efforts to support the incarcerated were never quite enough, and that the hope 
they aimed to instill and maintain in their clients so often unraveled. Those who had worked with 
currently or formerly incarcerated people for any length of time had an array of similar stories to 
share. They were nevertheless painful since they pointed to a sense of futility in which their 
professional and emotional labor would always fall short of what was needed. Nevertheless, this 
account still framed this failure through the individual choice of the man on the other end of the 
phone, who had made the conscious decision to give up on the path of reform, and even to 
abandon her, even as she scrambled to pull him back. 

By contrast, the play in René Dotti projects a different narrative; one of imprisonment, 
despair, and finally redemption. The character of Luana dramatized and recapitulated Diogo’s 
own struggles in prison, including the voice of malice he portrayed in the performance. But as 
the piece argued, hope is never lost; the book, Diogo, Luana, perhaps all of us have the power 
not simply to change but, in doing so, change others. For Diogo, nowhere was this power is 
exemplified than in the written word. He was illiterate when he entered prison; it was the gift of 
a notebook from the prison psychologist that had begun a transformation that turned him into a 
voracious reader and writer. Here he takes up a tradition of writing from confinement, one that 
extends from Angela Davis and Antonio Gramsci to Ibn Taymiyyah and St. Paul. Where the 
social worker’s presentation suggests an almost inevitable tragedy to resocialization, Diogo 
insisted upon a kind of contagious optimism, one that would allow him not only to rebuild a 
future for himself but to become an agent for change in the present. Like the man on the other 
end of the phone, Diogo made a choice; but he chose, while still in prison, to find a life for 
himself within this narrative of reform. 

Both these moments are characterized by the theatrical, almost sublime quality with which 
they represent resocialization, whether that be as a redemptive transformation or a tragedy. In 
doing so, they dramatically reveal what is at stake for both workers and the imprisoned in their 
attachments to such an ideal. Yet resocialization is also mundane. It emerges in a loose 
assemblage of practices, procedures and encounters that all depend, to some extent, upon the 
institution’s reformative mandate. It appears in a public defender’s concern over the 
consequences of the wording and punctuation of a document; in cognitive behavioral therapy and 
“conversation circles” organized by the prison psychologist; in Bible study groups and Christian 
theater performances; in denied parole applications and behavioral classification regimes; in an 
anxious conversation with an incarcerated person’s mother worried if her son is “ready” to leave 
prison; in the circulation of contraband phones that allow the incarcerated to keep tabs on their 
possible transfer; in letters and sermons, informal conversations and psycho-social evaluations. 
While the hope and anxiety that are invested visions of life after prison might take on new 
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significance for those close to release, they are also present for those who will spend many more 
years within the penal system.  

All of this is to say that prisons in Rio de Janeiro are anticipatory institutions. They 
anticipate a moment – release – and a figure ostensibly capable of inhabiting it – the resocialized 
person. The very structure of a criminal sentence presupposes this telos; because of this, those 
imprisoned in the state come to be understood by the state, and often to understand themselves, 
based on their ability to conform to it. This ability is not evenly distributed; instead, what counts 
as reform is saturated with gendered and racialized notions of respectability, value, and sociality. 
When Diogo asked “who would have thought” that he, a young black man from the city’s 
periphery, could not only change but become an icon of this transformation, he pointed to a 
problem of legibility: in which bodies, which lives, which kinds of family and community is the 
potential for reform located? For whom is the possibility of change discarded? In this sense, his 
words resonate those of Angela Davis, who, while discussing incarceration in the United States, 
has suggested that 

narratives of rehabilitation have been so informed by the racial assumptions that have shaped 
moral and religious frameworks on the one hand and medical frameworks on the other that 
an examination of the historical specificities of these relationships may yield insights about 
the current construction of imprisonment as the inevitable destiny of young black men. 
(2001: 37) 

In part, this dissertation is a response to Davis’ provocation. I demonstrate how an assemblage of 
resocializing practices have become tools to justify and, in many cases, effectively extend, 
criminal sentences of a prison population that is overwhelmingly black, often through markers of 
their blackness. But I also want to account for the forms by which incarcerated people take up 
resocialization as an opening, and not just another form of foreclosure. For Diogo, like many 
others in prison, resocialization held out an opportunity to make sense of his own life and 
demand that his humanity and his potential be recognized within a dehumanizing institution. 
Indeed, he made of his own triumph an argument that this potential was, in fact, a universal one. 

In some moments of fieldwork, what was meant by resocialization often appeared narrow, 
confining the imprisoned within a particularly rigid version of a rehabilitative “plot structure” 
(Mattingly 1998). Within men’s prisons, what workers and incarcerated people alike commonly 
recognized as a “successful” resocialization were formal employment, the construction of a 
heteronormative family through marriage and fatherhood, and most often integration into a 
Christian community and way of life. But in other instances, resocialization emerges as a 
notoriously slippery concept, both in terms of its form and its purpose. Public defenders or 
evangelical missionaries might invoke resocialization to understand and explain their role, even 
as they used it to signify very distinct and perhaps even conflicting theories of time, subjecthood 
and sociality. Likewise, we cannot assume that what Diogo’s understanding of resocialization is 
the same as that of the institution that imprisoned him, even if it gave him a stage upon which to 
project the story of his own reform. For prison workers and volunteers, resocialization is tied to a 
fight against criminality, and perhaps more broadly to a project of restoring a lost moral and 
social order. For the incarcerated, this is also a fight for survival against prison itself. However 
compromised the concept of resocialization might be, it nevertheless constitutes an institutionally 
legitimized discourse with which one might claim a future for oneself. The promise that it 
offered Diogo was tied to the very narrative that supported his imprisonment; but it also held out 
the possibility of a life beyond it. 
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Resocialization produces futures but it also signifies an object – society – in which such 

futures must be located. The entire legal justification for imprisonment in Brazil depends upon 
society and indeed explicitly references it as the site from which the incarcerated have been 
removed and towards which they should be returned. Here law itself operates under the hopeful 
premise that not only is resocialization possible but that there is a future for society itself, a 
premise that marks a profound faith in its continued existence as a moral community. But society 
is not, as Durkheim remarks, a concretely observable thing (1982). As I contend here, 
resocialization performs this labor of making society visible – parole application documents, 
schooling, volunteer programs, and indeed the narratives of incarcerated people like Diogo, work 
to bring it into view, to make it felt even in an institution ostensibly characterized by its isolation 
from it. 

But what happens to resocialization when society itself appears to unravel? From 2016 to 
2017, the period in which I conducted the majority of my fieldwork, Brazil was in the grips of an 
economic recession, combined with a series of political scandals, that came to be known (even 
during this time) as the crisis. The optimism that had accompanied the earlier years of the reign 
of the Worker’s Party had evaporated, giving way to widespread unemployment, a precipitous 
rise in crime rates, and the erosion of basic social services including education and health. 
Narratives of national decline also sparked a fundamental challenge to the social pact established 
during redemocratization – one that would, in the following year, contribute to the ascendency of 
Jair Bolsonaro as the nation’s new leader. In the words of the interlocutors of another 
anthropologist, Benjamin Junge, Brazil had become “a mess” (2019). Rio de Janeiro in 
particular, which had only a few years prior represented the pinnacle of a national optimism 
focused on the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games, was one of the states most affected 
by this turmoil. This crisis found its way into the prison system in various guises. On the one 
hand, a corruption probe brought a series of politicians into Rio de Janeiro’s prisons – including 
into penitentiaries they had inaugurated a few decades prior.1 At the same time, basic services 
from potable water to medicine dried up, while guards protested the delays in receiving their 
salary by temporarily shutting down all prisons in the state to visitors, from legal representatives 
to family members. The prison administration also justified the continued defunding of treatment 
workers through apparent budgetary constraints caused by the recession.  

Yet as I will suggest here, resocialization was not undone by this apparent disintegration of a 
social order. Instead, the necessity of resocialization preserved an image of hope for individual 
and social futures, one that sat increasingly at odds with the erosion of Brazil’s liberal democracy 
and the spectacular withering of the futures it had laid out for itself. The “outside world” in this 
sense was very much produced and maintained from the inside. Thus, while the idea of society 
took on new valences for both prison workers and the imprisoned as a context of moral decay, 
this crisis seemed to bring into relief, rather than directly challenge, the optimism that 
underpinned the work of resocialization. At the same time, as I followed many people in the final 
stages of their imprisonment and first months of release, I witnessed how they grappled with a 
confrontation between the “social” promised by resocialization and the one encountered in Rio 
de Janeiro. People almost inevitably fell short of fully inhabiting the life promised by 

 
1 The former governor of Rio de Janeiro, Sergio Cabral, was briefly incarcerated in a prison that bears a plaque 
towards the entrance commemorating his visit for the unit’s reinauguration. 
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resocialization; but few discarded it entirely. Instead, new forms of hope were found and lost as 
they worked, sometimes unsuccessfully, to build a life for themselves in Rio. 

Throughout this thesis I maintain a focus on “resocialization” as the operating word and 
concept within Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. But resocialization also sits within a broader family of 
similar narratives, including rehabilitation, social reintegration, and redemption – what Diogo 
once described to me as a “philosophy of ‘re.’” Relative to these other terms, resocialization 
appears with far more frequency within Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. The word also marks something 
specific to Rio de Janeiro as opposed to other Brazilian states – such as neighboring São Paulo, 
where re-education is more commonly used. Most of the laws that govern prisons in Brazil are 
federal. However, like the United States, the vast majority of Brazil’s prisons are administered at 
the state level. Therefore, while my analysis of Rio de Janeiro’s prisons connects in many points 
with the broader landscape of incarceration in Brazil, much of it is unique to Rio. At the same 
time, this dissertation offers an examination more broadly of the entanglements of hope, law, and 
violence, as well as the futures that emerge in the context of a growing penal state. 
 
Punishment, Optimism, and Crisis in Brazil’s Disjunctive Democracy 
 There are currently over one thousand prisons across Brazil. While prison construction never 
seems to keep pace with the expanding numbers of incarcerated people, there are nevertheless 
dozens of new units constructed every year. Each of these units holds between a dozen and five 
thousand people. In order to understand this carceral landscape, it is important to ground it 
within a broader security politics that spans legislative reform and strategies of policing, 
paramilitary militias and death squads, media discourse and an entrenched punitive culture 
within criminal and penal courts. Each of these, in turn, is inseparable from the story of Brazil’s 
democratization. 
 The contemporary Brazilian project of democratization is, as argued by James Holston and 
Teresa Caldeira (1999), a “disjunctive” one. Through the concept of disjunction, the authors 
demonstrate that processes of democratization, and of citizenship in particular, are “never 
cumulative, linear, or evenly distributed for all citizens, but [are] always a mix of progressive 
and regressive elements, unbalanced, and heterogeneous” (1999: 692). This is not unique to 
Brazil; rather, such slippages are a general feature of all democratic projects, which can therefore 
always exist in some state of incompleteness (Holston 2008). The case of Brazil, nevertheless, is 
particularly demonstrative of this combined consolidation and corrosion in which the 
consolidation of democratic institutions has been accompanied by 

the delegitimation of many institutions of law and justice, an escalation of both violent crime 
and police abuse, the criminalization of the poor, a significant in-crease in support for illegal 
measures of control, the pervasive obstruction of the principle of legality, and an unequal 
and uneven distribution of citizen rights. (Caldeira and Holston 1999: 692). 

Many rights-based movements and campaigns have still emerged and continue to operate within 
this context. This includes a broad network of actors pushing for penal reform, and a shift in both 
national and international concern from the figure of the political prisoner during the dictatorship 
to that of the preso comum, or “common prisoner.” But such movements have difficulty finding 
traction both within Brazilian society and politics because they are largely dismissed as 
“privileges for bandits” (Caldeira and Holston 1999; Caldeira 1991). 
 The position prisons occupy within this landscape of a differentiated distribution of rights is 
particularly significant. On the one hand, they ostensibly form part of the “legal” apparatus of the 
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state, holding ostensible criminals to account through the law. In this sense, they perhaps best 
represent a Brazilian tendency to wield the law as a tool of subordination rather than equality, 
and indeed to reserve its full force for differentiating between citizens and establishing categories 
of internal “enemies” (Holston 2008). Yet prisons are also, somewhat paradoxically, extralegal 
institutions, hosts to illicit economies of goods and violence. They are, furthermore, are also 
integral to the production of the category of the criminal in the first place. Media coverage of 
police killings routinely identifies which victims had a “passagem” – a “passage” through the 
criminal justice system. To have a passagem, or simply to associate with someone who has one, 
marks these deaths as not just comprehensible but legitimate, irrespective of legality. While 
prison sentences are hardly the only means by which people become marked as both criminal 
and killable, they nevertheless draw upon and cement what Graham Denyer Willis (2015: 16) 
describes as the “victim-perpetrator ‘complex,’” a stark moral dichotomy that grounds both 
morality and mortality in Brazil.  
  Nationwide, those most directly exposed to the amalgam of legal and extra-legal 
strategies that operate under the guise of “security” are young and black. Statistics on victims of 
police violence, as well as sentencing rates and prison populations, underline the fact that the 
amalgam of legal and extra-legal strategies that compose the “security” apparatus clearly targets 
black Brazilians. Nationally, two-thirds of the prison population are identified as black.2 Within 
the south-east of Brazil, a region which includes Rio de Janeiro as well as the neighboring states 
of São Paulo and Minas Gerais, the disproportionate rate of incarceration for black people is far 
greater than elsewhere in the country (Santos 2019). In Rio de Janeiro, 85% of those incarcerated 
are black, for instance, compared to 51% of the state’s population overall. Arguably, however, 
“targeting” and “disproportion” is insufficient, since it suggests a problem of excess rather than 
function (Hall et al. 1978; Williams 2017). Prisons and policing are racializing and not simply 
racist forms of governance. That is, their violence does not act upon a pre-existing racial order 
but rather creates it; policing and other forms of security produce blackness in Brazil, mark it out 
as a sphere of rightlessness, and reinforce racial boundaries (Alves 2018; Burton 2015; Smith 
2016a). Those whose lives and deaths are quantified within homicide and incarceration statistics 
are also overwhelmingly male, or at least legally identified as such – 92% of the prison 
population in Rio de Janeiro is held within men’s prisons, for instance (Infopen 2016). These 
numbers, however, obscure the forms of violence experienced by transgender and travesti 
Brazilians. Likewise, police violence is a fundamental aspect of the lives of black Brazilian 
cisgender women, whose family members are killed and imprisoned, who are subject to sexual 
assault, and for whom the incarceration rate is also growing rapidly (Smith 2016a, 2016b, Moore 
2020). 

With the exception of five federal units, all other Brazilian prisons are administered at the 
level of the state. In Rio de Janeiro, the body responsible for the prison system is known as the 
State Secretary of Penitentiary Administration.3 For most of those who work within or adjacent 
to this administration, it is better known by through its acronym: SEAP. For those families and 
communities that have become familiar with this administration and the prisons it governs, it is 

 
2 That is, as negro. Most penal systems categorize the incarcerated based official color designations that divide the 
population into preto (black) and pardo (brown), alongside branco (white), indígena (indigenous) and amarelo 
(Asian, literally “yellow”). Social science scholarship generally combines preto and pardo within the category of 
negro (or ocassionally afrodescendente). 
3 “Secretária Estadual de Administração Penitenciária.” 
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often referred to as “the system.” In 2014, when I first began research on Rio de Janeiro’s 
prisons, those I met – largely social workers and psychologists – expressed alarm that the state’s 
prison population was surging past 40,000. By the time I returned in 2016, it had surpassed 
50,000, and was operating at about 170% of its official capacity.4 While this was a period of 
exceptional growth, longer-term patterns in Rio de Janeiro align with the steady rise in prison 
populations nation-wide. According to government statistics, between 1990 and 2016 the prison 
population rose in Brazil as a whole from approximately 90,000 to 726,700 – an increase of 
approximately 700% (Depen 2017). 

In Rio de Janeiro, those sentenced to prison are held within 43 jails, prisons, and 
penitentiaries, alongside a handful of hospitals and medical units. The physical location of these 
prisons follows a clear territorial pattern. States such as São Paulo, home of Brazil’s largest 
prison system, have followed the United States in ruralizing the prison system, decommissioning 
units in major urban centers and constructing others in remote or rural areas (Godoi 2017a).5 Rio 
de Janeiro, by contrast, has pursued what Godoi labels as “peripheralization.” Particularly in the 
1980s and 1990s, prisons both in the city center and in remote areas of the state6 were 
decommissioned and demolished, while new units were built in in the peripheries along the outer 
edges of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro, as well as within its satellite cities.  Figure 1 below 
shows the present distribution of prison units within the municipality of Rio de Janeiro and the 
area immediately surrounding it. While one small prison and most of the administrative offices 
within SEAP remain within or close to the city center, the vast majority of the prison population 
is incarcerated either in one of several prison complexes that together form a ring encircling the 
city and surrounding bay. It is important to note that half of Rio’s prisons, and two-thirds of the 
state’s prison population, are located within a single prison complex colloquially known as 
Bangu, located in the city’s West Zone.7 

 
4 This includes both those incarcerated while awaiting trial – a sizeable portion of the entire prison population, albeit 
less so than in many other Brazilian states – as well as those currently serving sentences under the custody of SEAP. 
5 For a parallel case of ruralization, see Ruth Gilmore’s account of incarceration in California (2007). 
6 Until the 1990s, the state of Rio de Janeiro contained a prison island, Ilha Grande, where two men’s prisons 
operated. 
7 The formal name of the complex, “Gericinó Penitentiary Complex” is virtually never used. In an attempt to remove 
the stigma associated with the name Bangu, which also refers to the large neighborhood near the prison complex, the 
municipal government split the region in two, naming the new territory that housed the complex as Gericinó. But 
Bangu nevertheless has stuck within the popular conscious of the city of Rio de Janeiro, and arguably Brazil as a 
whole. 
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Figure 1: Map of the prison system within the municipality of Rio de Janeiro (highlighted) and 
surrounding municipalities. 
 

The growth in Rio de Janeiro’s prison population, like that of other states in Brazil, is not a 
direct consequence of rising crime rates. It also reflects transformations in security policies, 
particularly regarding the scale and scope of policing. Perhaps the most critical shift in recent 
years was the implementation of Police Pacifying Units – “Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora” or 
UPPs – that completely changed the landscape of policing in Rio’s metropolitan area. Beginning 
in late 2008, the project saw militarized police forces “retake” favelas by displacing “factions” 
such as the Comando Vermelho from these territories. This project was justified as an effort to 
both “free” residents from factions’ de facto control and to fold these territories back into the 
urban fabric. In some cases UPPs served as a pipeline for introducing services and infrastructure 
projects. However they also clearly extended the reach of state security into areas that were 
previously off-limits for police. Despite many initial public successes, the UPPs also came to 
terrorize neighborhoods through armed conflict, exposing residents to state violence and 
effectively folding favelas into an expanding “penal state” (Franco 2016; Machado 2016). 

This incorporation of new territories into the purview of an expanding police force is closely 
tied to Rio’s preparation for two mega-events: the FIFA World Cup of 2014 and the 2016 
Olympic Games (Vargas 2013). These UPPs formed one central component of a broader project 
undertaken in co-ordination by municipal, state, and federal governments to leverage both events 
to produce massive interventions in infrastructure, development, security, and social programs. 
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Coming after the sustained growth of the previous decade, particularly under the presidency of 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, including policies that had “lifted millions out of poverty,” in the 
words of the Worker’s Party, even as they opened up the nation for capital investment, these two 
events were planned and publicized as the culmination of an optimistic narrative of national 
development in which Brazil would, finally, emerge as a modern, transformed country – a nation 
of future. 

Thus, the project to produce and justify the narrative of a new city, and indeed a new nation, 
is substantially the same as the one that drew individuals, families, and neighborhoods into the 
orbit of the criminal justice system, and that funneled tens of thousands of people into Rio de 
Janeiro’s prisons. The vast majority of incarcerated people with whom I worked over the course 
of my fieldwork were part of this wave of arrests and convictions, taken from the city in the 
name of ushering in something new. They had been arrested by pacifying police, or by patrols 
“protecting” tourist areas in the city’s center and South Zone, and taken to the nearest police 
station, where they would be apprehended for up to two days. They had then been brought into 
“triage” unit of SEAP, where they would wait for at least a week before being “classified” and 
sent to the prison designated as belonging to the faction with which they identified, or which 
controlled the area where they had lived. The black, windowless vans known as camburões 
responsible for transporting those under the custody of SEAP crisscrossed the city on its new 
thoroughfares as they carried people around this carceral ring. 

João Vargas has argued that what unites the different permutations of national optimism that 
have emerged over Brazil’s history is that despite their variations, the future they envision is 
always intimately tied to the eugenic project of “whitening” the nation (2012; Skidmore 1993). 
In this sense, the project of urban renewal and that of incarceration are two sides of the same 
coin; whatever future is made possible for the city or the nation always finds little room for black 
Brazilians. Both this argument and the historical lineage it constructs is echoed by Rio de Janeiro 
band O Rappa, in a song that narrated the experience of being stopped, searched, and arrested by 
police, that declares that “In every camburão there is something of a slave ship.”8 These critiques 
point to the historical continuities that grounded this particular moment of urban transformation 
and the forms of racist dispossession that such an optimism entailed.  

But even as I began my fieldwork in 2014, the future that Rio de Janeiro was apparently 
pulling itself towards had become fundamentally challenged by a wave of popular discontent and 
protests against the incumbent government and president Dilma Roussef. Soon after, it would 
evaporate entirely; in 2015, the combined weight of economic recession and political turmoil 
erased any sense of a collective optimism within Brazil. The undoing of these aspirations was on 
display when Rio’s new buildings and infrastructure buckled (sometimes literally) under the 
weight of the Olympic Games, while other promised “upgrades” failed to materialize. By this 
point, a narrative of Brazil’s crisis had already been well-established. Crisis captured the sense of 
collapse or decay that seemed to characterize Rio de Janeiro as much as Brazil itself, as 
unemployment, homelessness, and gun violence – all ostensibly signs of an “older” Rio – 
returned to mark daily life. But crisis also signaled the vacuum that stood on the horizon as the 
aspirations of Brazilian families, communities and governments suddenly seemed unviable. 

Arguably, in following years the rising authoritarian movement would come to occupy and 
eventually monopolize this space with a new vision for Brazil’s future. This new vision united 

 
8 “Todo camburão tem um pouco de navio negreiro.” 
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and resolved seemingly disparate forms of discontent with a combination of militarism, the 
dismantling of the welfare state, a defense of “traditional” families and social structures, and an 
open attack on institutions of democratic governance. But the period of fieldwork was one still 
entrenched within both the realities and the rhetoric of crisis. What it might mean to imagine and 
pursue a future for oneself was far from clear for many, if not most, Brazilians. Yet this is 
precisely what the prison system required, both of its workers and of those under its custody. 

 
Resocialization Does (Not) Exist 

Given this contemporary moment, as well as the broader context of punishment in Brazil, 
my choice to take resocialization as the central object of this dissertation is perhaps a counter-
intuitive one. Before continuing, it is therefore necessary to clarify both the nature and value of 
the concept as an object of study within this penal landscape. Outright critiques and casual 
dismissals of resocialization’s role do not only circulate within prison scholarship– indeed, many 
of the arguments of researchers were wholeheartedly shared by my fieldwork interlocutors. By 
considering the relationship of my own analysis to these bodies of critique, this section sets up 
the terms of engagement I employ within the dissertation to examine the role and variegated 
effects of resocialization. In doing so, I delineate resocialization as an object of study and 
consider a method that might be adequate both to its apparent non-existence and to its very real 
effects. 

There is a well-established anthropological literature detailing the punitive cruelty of the 
nation’s penal system, ranging from everyday scenes of violence and suffering to more 
spectacular displays of abject horror. This “spectrum of violence”9 includes entrenched prison 
overcrowding (Alves 2016); the ritualized assault of visitors through strip-searches (Biondi 
2016); the proliferation of infectious disease from scabies to tuberculosis in a context of 
inadequate or inexistent health care (Santos 2019); a bureaucratic apparatus that pathologizes the 
incarcerated and functions as a mode of control (Drybread 2016; Godoi 2017b); and an 
entrenched culture of violence, from daily beatings to riots and periodic prison massacres across 
the country (Mallart 2014; Santos 2019; Alves 2014; Wacquant 2008; Denyer Willis and Bueno 
2019). Far from any rehabilitative ideal, such prisons are far more commonly recognizable as 
criminogenic, since not only do they push incarcerated people towards crime, they also shore up 
the structures of criminal organizations, known in Brazil as ‘factions,’ that displace state 
authority as they come to govern, at least partially, the prison system (Darke 2018; Holston 2009; 
Wacquant 2008; Biondi 2016).  

These critiques are hardly isolated to the academy; indeed, they are virtually all shared to 
some extent by those situated within the prison system, whether they be incarcerated people, 
correctional officers or treatment workers. During the course of my fieldwork, when I introduced 
myself and identified resocialization as my research topic, the most common and immediate 
response I received was “resocialization does not exist.” For some, the presence of 
resocialization had dwindled in the previous two decades as the expansion of the prison 
population simultaneously shrank the possibilities for meaningful dialogue and work with 
incarcerated people. For others, resocialization was always a conceit designed as a legal and 
rhetorical cover for an institution whose punitivism verged on the medieval – a form of 

 
9 Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2003) identify this spectrum in the resonances between intimate or everyday forms 
of violence and broader structural inequalities. 
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“makeup,” as one social worker described it. The failures of Rio de Janeiro’s prison system to 
provide the space and resources for anything like a coherent program of treatment or reform was 
evident not only to those who spent time within the institution; it was also a fairly accepted 
narrative of the state of incarceration by Brazilians more generally. 

The phrase Brazilians use to describe an established law or rule that is never followed in 
practice but rather operates as a veil against outsider criticism is “para inglês ver” – for the 
English to see. It has numerous origin stories, but perhaps the most prominent locates the 
phrase’s origin in an 1831 law that ostensibly prohibited the importation of enslaved people as a 
response to pressure from the British Crown, but that was widely ignored in practice. In this 
sense there is perhaps a direct line between the 1831 prohibition and “Resocialize to Conquer the 
Future,” since both arguably operate to preserve the appearance of a liberal humanism while 
providing cover for an ongoing genocidal project of violence and containment of the Brazil’s 
black population. From this perspective, to take resocialization seriously would be to foolishly 
accept and thereby reproduce an image of incarceration in Rio de Janeiro that serves primarily as 
justification for its continued existence. Perhaps the more obvious task of the critical scholar 
would be to uncover the hypocrisy of the concept, and in that unveiling undermine or interrupt 
its reproduction.  

But there is no need for me to produce this kind of critique because it is already ubiquitous, 
not only among scholars but among those with whom I worked. The statement “resocialization 
does not exist” was firmly established within Rio’s prisons long before I began my fieldwork, 
and in fact circulates between those most directly charged with this rehabilitative mission: social 
workers, psychologists, and other staff working under the broad umbrella of treatment (as 
opposed to custody). Whatever lie is perpetuated through resocialization, nobody is waiting for 
the anthropologist to expose it. What, then, is the value of resocialization as an object that might 
orient prison research? As argued by another anthropologist, Rafael Godoi, the repetitive framing 
of incarceration in Brazil through similar tropes of violence and injustice produces 

a certain intellectual attitude […]  that, faced with the question “What are prisons in Brazil?” 
provokes the response “We know what they are about: precarity, arbitrariness, poor 
treatment, torture, the same as always!” This is still true. But the daily functioning of prison 
cannot be reduced to these processes. As central as these structuring forces are, other 
dynamics (which often produce other sufferings) are fundamental not just to the maintenance 
of prison routines but also to the expansion of incarceration. (2016: 8) 

In following Godoi’s argument, I claim resocialization as one of the structuring forces of prison 
life and governance within Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. In doing so, I also aim to question the 
distinctions made between punitivism and rehabilitation, or indeed the separation between the 
violence of incarceration and the hopes sustained within it for another life upon release. But 
resocialization also leads us beyond questions of structure and into relationships of intimacy, 
suspicion, and hope, as both prison workers and the incarcerated struggle to inhabit its trajectory 
of reform. 
 Importantly, this approach requires that we first distance ourselves from the question of 
whether resocialization, or criminal rehabilitation, for that matter, works. What a “functioning” 
program of resocialization might look like is often deliberately vague, but both policy and 
academic debates largely measure rehabilitative outcomes based on comparative rates of 
recidivism, a term that is largely defined in social science and policy as the re-arrest of the 
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formerly incarcerated within a particular time frame after their release.10 Given their reliance on 
arrest as a proxy for crime, recidivism statistics better reflect policing strategies and parole 
restrictions than they do the effectiveness of rehabilitation. Furthermore, unlike the heavily 
quantified penal systems of the United States or Europe, there are no reliable figures in Brazil on 
what recidivism rates actually are.11 But my main objection to this approach is that this 
functionalist evaluation reduces processes to outcomes at the expense of a proper understanding 
of what criminal rehabilitation actually does. In suspending, at least temporarily, the question of 
rehabilitation’s efficacy, we open space for identifying its variegated effects within the present. 
This is not an embrace of such a reformative ideology; instead, it is an investigation of what is 
made and unmade under resocialization’s sign. In order to do this, however, it is necessary to 
delineate resocialization as both a legal and moral object. 

Since the 1990s, an emerging body of literature in the North Atlantic, and particularly within 
the United States, has pointed to a transformation in penal policy and administration. According 
to this narrative, an historical shift was occurring as governments moved from “Progressive” era 
practices, focused on rehabilitation and social integration, towards more overtly punitive 
strategies of incapacitation and determent (Davis 2001; Feeley and Simon 1992; Garland 2002). 
Bolstered by an emerging body of literature within criminology arguing that, with regard to 
rehabilitation, “nothing works” (Martinson 1976), governments abandoned policies from 
indeterminate sentencing to mandated educational and therapeutic programming. This shift was 
also accompanied by a boom in the prison population that would eventually come to be named as 
mass incarceration. Loïc Wacquant has also linked this increasing penal state to the withering of 
the welfare state and a broader shift towards neoliberalism (2001). 

These epochal arguments have been criticized on a number of fronts. Mona Lynch has 
demonstrated that broad historical brush-strokes fail to capture critical regional- and state-level 
variance (1998), and has pointed to the persistence of rehabilitative rhetoric among parole 
officers even as concrete programs and policies have evaporated (2000). Rebecca McLennan also 
argued that the rehabilitative model of incarceration was only ever intended for incarcerated 
white men; thus, the shift towards penal punitivism can only be understood in the context of a 
broader transformation beginning in the 1950s in which this demographic increasingly became a 
minority within prisons: “as a result, progressive penology lost its implicit raison d’etre – the re-
socialization of the young white man in the image of the ideal citizen” (2015: 184). Despite these 
critiques, however, both scholars ultimately agree to a typification of contemporary forms of 
incarceration as in some crucial sense “post-rehabilitative” in the sense that even the pretext of 
reform has largely been abandoned (Lynch 2001: 91). 

Recent studies of Brazil’s prison system have deployed similar historical arguments, 
particularly as a means of explaining the explosion in the prison population that began in the 
1990s and continues within the present (Santos 2019; Darke 2018). However, these arguments 
rely upon the either-or binary of punitivism or rehabilitation, one that leaves little space for the 
kinds of ambivalence that prevail in Brazil as much as elsewhere. In the 1980s, while the United 
States was purportedly in the process of dismantling its Progressive-era policies, Brazil 

 
10 The most commonly used timeframe is 5 years. 
11 The most commonly cited rate is 80%, a statistic that has been circulating for at least twenty years and that seems 
to have no concrete origin. More recent studies have produced estimates between 20 and 30%, but these are limited 
by the incomplete nature of the available information and problems with data collection (Lemgruber 1989, IPEA 
2015). 
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introduced legislation that explicitly structured incarceration along progressive lines and that 
declared “social reintegration” as the central objective of imprisonment. The context of this 
change is important: the Law of Penal Execution, often referred to as the LEP,12 was introduced 
in 1984 during the final years of the military dictatorship and a transition to democracy 
characterized by similar “progressive” reforms across many institutions and processes of 
governance. The law radically reconfigured the role of penal administration by articulating an 
array of rights for the incarcerated person and responsibilities for the state towards them.  
 At the same time, this period also marked the beginning of a series of “tough-on-crime” 
policies that responded to the newfound sense of insecurity that accompanied redemocratization 
and that equally shaped the role of incarceration in the country. Successive laws that restricted 
clemency or commutation for specific crimes and that increased penalties for drug trafficking, as 
well as massive investments that increased both the scale and scope of policing, were justified in 
the name of defending the security and well-being of “good citizens.” Scholars have pointed to 
these measures as signs of an increasingly regressive prison system (e.g. Darke 2018), but they 
nevertheless operate within the structures produced by progressive incarceration rather than 
dismantling them. That is, they alter the parameters and shift reformative goalposts related to 
conditions of parole or classification systems rather than challenging the progressivist logic that 
underpins them. 

In summary, the insistence upon the mutually exclusive nature of rehabilitation and 
punishment obscures the fact that the new Brazilian democracy appears to have pushed 
simultaneously for both at the level of legislation. Likewise, it is important to note that the period 
of most rapid expansion in Brazil’s prison population does not correlate with a shrinking welfare 
state but its opposite – the expansion of social programs under the Workers Party presidencies of 
Lula and Dilma Rousseff. Thus, like the project of Brazilian democracy itself, the development 
of the nation’s prisons has also been disjunctive, characterized by uneven and often contradictory 
forces that do not point to an entirely cohesive project of incarceration. Within this dissertation I 
aim to highlight the enduring undercurrents of resocialization within this disjunctive landscape 
and their impact on contemporary incarceration. However, I do not assume any reformative 
good-will on the part of the legislators behind these shifts.  Furthermore, there is a chasm 
between the letter of the law and its application, in Brazil as much as elsewhere; arguably, no 
prison in Brazil has ever met the standards articulated by the LEP (Santos 2019). But the 
importance of this law, as with resocialization more broadly, cannot be reduced to a simple 
comparison of objectives to outcomes. Resocialization “fails” routinely in multiple senses – 
including, perhaps, failing to exist. But it also does many other things. The following chapter 
will explore the history of penal administration in Brazil and the emergence of the LEP in more 
detail. For now, I will simply signal that the LEP brought about a series of profound changes 
within prison governance, ushering new actors into the prison system and mandating a set of 
bureaucratic procedures that were justified with recourse to a resocializing, progressive model of 
prison governance. 

This is how I understand resocialization as a legal object: a defined juridical mandate that 
interpellates the incarcerated person and shapes the structure of their imprisonment in reference 
to a trajectory of reform. The clearest example of this is perhaps the typical path that an 
incarcerated person follows through the criminal justice system: 

 
12 “Lei da Execução Penal” (Nº 7.210, July 11 1984), Article 10. 
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Figure 2: Typical “progression” through a criminal sentence. 
 
This diagram represents, albeit in a relatively simplified form, the typical stages of incarceration 
in Brazil.  Of interest here are the stages that follow the criminal trial and sentence, after the 
juridical “fact” of criminal responsibility has been confirmed. Depending on the length and 
nature of the sentence, most are assigned to either a “closed” or “semi-open” prison unit. From 
that particular point, their criminal sentence is characterized by a slow “progression” through 
successive stages that ostensibly relax the restrictions of confinement, in accordance with the 
juridical mandate for “gradual social reintegration.” The names given to these stages of 
incarceration suggest that this process is one of opening. But the ability to move through each 
stage nevertheless depends upon the demonstration that the incarcerated person has, in some 
sense, already reformed, that they no longer present an ongoing danger to society. Thus, 
resocialization is closely tied to this progressive model of imprisonment. 

While some elements of this model (such as parole) were established prior to the Law of 
Penal Execution, it is in this 1984 law that these principles find their most cohesive articulation. 
The restructuring of both the penal system as a whole and the individual sentence by the LEP 
was also accompanied by the guarantee of “assistance” to the incarcerated “with the objective of 
preventing crime and orienting the return [of the imprisoned] to coexistence with society.”13 The 
shift cemented the presence of a series of new actors within the prison system responsible for this 
assistance, as well as for the “classification” of the incarcerated. Where social workers, 
psychologists and psychiatrists had been employed in prisons across the country beforehand, this 
was the first law in which their presence was mandated, and their professional responsibilities 

 
13 Law of Penal Execution (Nº 7.210, July 11 1984), Article 10. 
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proscribed. Furthermore, the new guarantee of freedom of religious assistance within the LEP 
also interrupted the Catholic church’s de facto dominance and brought in a stream of new 
religious groups, led by “traditional” evangelical missionaries and closely followed in the 1990s 
by Pentecostal and Neopentecostal groups. Finally, the LEP along with other legislative reforms 
reinforced the importance of legal representation for the imprisoned and thereby contributed to 
the increased presence of public defenders within the prison system. 

Throughout this dissertation, I employ the phrase “resocialization workers” as a rather 
awkward umbrella term to refer to these actors. The limit of the phrase is its tendency to gloss 
over many critical differences between these groups. Professionals including social workers, 
psychologists, and psychiatrists, who are collectively referred to as “technicians,” are paid 
employees of Rio de Janeiro’s prison administration; are generally assigned to a single prison; 
and are responsible for the “treatment” of the imprisoned as well as conducting evaluations that 
attest to the extent of their reform. Public defenders are similarly assigned to specific prisons, but 
they are autonomous of the penal administration itself, and their responsibilities largely involve 
advocating for their clients within the progressive sentencing model. Finally, religious assistance 
is volunteer-based and largely untethered from any bureaucratic or legal responsibilities, 
although it still falls under the umbrella category of “treatment.” However, “resocialization 
workers” nevertheless captures two important forces that unite these groups. First, all work under 
the Law of Penal Execution’s mandate for “assisting” the incarcerated. Second, these workers 
generally share a sense of solidarity as defenders of those in prison and of the therapeutic 
prerogative of the institution more broadly.14 

While the LEP provides a juridical grounding for resocialization, this legalistic definition 
does not entirely encapsulate its importance within prison. Resocialization is also a moral 
endeavor, one undertaken by workers and incarcerated people alike in pursuit of individual and 
social futures that are understood as valuable, dignified, and worthy of respect. On the one hand, 
this might be read as a state project of morality, or what Didier Fassin has described as the 
“moral heart” of institutions – the concrete, intimate workings of governance directed towards a 
vision of the social good (Fassin 2015). But as Zigon argues, this articulation of morality as a 
single, unified project or thing – for instance, as resocialization – masks the conflicting forces 
that compose it, a “fuzzy, fragmentary and oftentimes contradictory moral milieu” which better 
resemble a “moral assemblage” (2014: 17-18). In claiming resocialization as my object, I mark 
out a field of practices, encounters, narratives and relationships that come together to delineate 
the lives and futures of incarcerated people in relation to a trajectory of reform that should 
ostensibly transform the criminal-object into a citizen-subject. But this is also a site of tensions 
as well as outright conflicts, as people struggle to both inhabit and redefine the parameters of 
reform, often simultaneously. 

To unravel just one of these contradictions, for instance, let us return again to the phrase 
“resocialization does not exist.” When many of my interlocutors affirmed this non-existence, 
they did not claim that resocialization was meaningless, unimportant, or undesirable – instead, 
they argued that it was absent. Yet even as the phrase denies resocialization as a description of 

 
14 Together with these groups we might also add teachers, such as those who work in the many schools housed 
within Rio de Janerio’s prison system. The absence of these teachers from my ethnography is largely due to the 
compounded difficulty for authorization; research in prison schools would involve requesting access from three 
separate bodies – the Secretary of Penal Administration, the Education Secretary, and the Penal Court. 
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reality, it nevertheless affirms it as a normative ideal. “Resocialization does not exist” holds 
currency as a critique of Rio de Janeiro’s prisons because resocialization should exist; indeed, 
because any dignified, functioning, or “humane” prison must necessarily be a rehabilitative one. 
It is an attempt to make the institution accountable to its own stated objectives, “resocialization 
does not exist” holds out for the possibility for a future legitimate penal order; one must reform 
the prison in order to reform the imprisoned.15 In this sense, resocialization is not simply a 
process of moral transformation, reorienting the imprisoned towards the social order – it is a 
moral good in itself. Thus, even as resocialization workers understood the institution of prison as 
either devoid of, or antagonistic towards, reformative ideals, they nevertheless wielded 
resocialization as a moral justification for their work. 

Likewise, while none of the incarcerated people with whom I worked would describe Rio de 
Janeiro’s prisons as rehabilitative, they were nevertheless, to varying degrees, invested in 
narratives of personal transformation and redemption. The first moment in fieldwork that 
confronted me directly with this tension is illustrative: an interview with a man who had recently 
been released from prison and was now serving parole. We sat down together in a bar one 
afternoon in late 2014 as he took a break from his newly acquired job as a motoboy (motorcycle 
courier). In the middle of the conversation, he affirmed to me that “prison has done me nothing 
but harm.” Yet less than two minutes later in the conversation he discussed how imprisonment 
gave him the opportunity to reflect upon his life so far and to commit to transforming it: “the 
only reason I was able to get my life together was because I was incarcerated.” The contrast 
between these two statements, and their strange proximity within a single conversation, 
represents a tension that reappears in various guises throughout this dissertation. Standing 
alongside the real and recognizable strains injuries of prison, many of which extend beyond the 
length of a sentence, the prison as a site of hope and transformation nevertheless persists – with 
or without the support of the state. 

The idea that those in prison might not only find some positive value within imprisonment 
but actually share, even partially, in the institution’s objectives, sits uncomfortably within critical 
scholarship on incarceration. As Crewe and Ievins remark, while literature within criminology 
and prison studies includes references to such dispositions by the currently or formerly 
incarcerated, it is almost inevitably expressed with a discomfort and laden with a string of 
qualifiers (2019). Such expressions, the authors argue, are often explained away through various 
analytical frameworks. In one, whatever positive meaning the incarcerated person finds in the 
institution reflects the extent of trauma suffered outside its walls, an injury so powerful that 
prison represents something of a sanctuary against it (Wacquant 2002; Sufrin 2017). Crewe and 
Ievins take a similar route by arguing that these traumatic life histories held by some16 
imprisoned people allow incarceration to present the opportunity for reinvention and the 
discovery of an authentic self (2020). Another explanation suggests that attachment to 
redemptive or rehabilitative narratives represents an almost desperate attempt to rescue some 
meaning from the experience of incarceration (Comfort 2008). Despite their differences, both 
theories frame such narratives as essentially tragic, a form of misrecognition or “cruel optimism” 

 
15 As Foucault highlights, there is a remarkable isomorphism between the institutional mandate to rehabilitate, on the 
one hand, and campaigns to “reform” prisons on the other, a resonance that he describes as “utopian duplication” 
(1995: 271). 
16 They, like many others, stress that they are, in fact, a minority. 
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in which the foreclosure of other possibilities of living pushes the incarcerated into an attachment 
to a false promise (Berlant 2011). 

Still another flank of research understands expressions of penitence and reform along 
rehabilitative lines primarily as performance, in the sense of a learned and enforced “script” that 
the incarcerated come to reproduce without subjectively attaching themselves to its moral or 
subjective contents. This is a response to the institutional demand for the reproduction of such 
narratives that at once legitimate the institution and provide the possibility for survival within it. 
One illustrative example can be found in Didier Fassin’s ethnography of a French prison, in 
which a man’s insistence on his innocence regarding a sex crime was interpreted as denial; his 
only way to “graduate” through therapeutic programming and thus have the possibility of release 
was to echo the rhetoric of responsibility and reform that was required of him (2017). But this 
kind of performance does not necessarily suggest a tragic figure; the incarcerated may, in fact, be 
enacting a kind of subversion, playing to the “hyper-performativity” of institutionalized 
discourse even as a means of seeking possibilities outside or even against it (Carr 2011; Yurchak 
2006). 

While they approach the apparent investments made by those incarcerated into rehabilitative 
forms of subjecthood differently, what underlines each of these theories is an attempt to critically 
deconstruct rehabilitation within the context of carceral power and violence. My own fieldwork 
and analysis resonates with such arguments at many points. Yet I also run up against the limits of 
these forms of reasoning, which operate under what we might identify as hermeneutics of 
suspicion – an approach to knowledge that attempts to recover hidden truths from the veil of 
misrecognition (Ricoeur 1974). First, much of this literature represents an attempt to explain 
away attachments to rehabilitation as an internalized false consciousness or as deceit, thereby 
folding them back into existing narratives of “what we already know” about prisons. Incarcerated 
people’s attachments to rehabilitative futures thereby come to constitute yet another face of 
suffering and subordination within the institution.  

Second, and perhaps more importantly, these analyses operate under a fundamental mistrust 
of incarcerated people by searching for meaning “against the grain” of what they say and do. 
From this perspective, the analytic value of a phrase such as “the only reason I was able to get 
my life together was because I was incarcerated” can be found indirectly, but never by accepting 
directly the meaning communicated within the phrase. The problem I find with this analytical 
posture is that it directly reproduces the suspicion that operates and sustains prisons themselves. 
As I will highlight in this dissertation, and particularly in the following chapter, prisons function 
through the simultaneous demand to identify the inner subjectivity of the incarcerated person and 
the assumption that they are inherently untrustworthy – what Foucault identifies as the impasse 
produced by an impossible demand for confession (2014). When scholarship takes up this same 
position, even as a critique of incarceration, it thereby reproduces and legitimates this same form 
of paranoid knowledge and justifies a continued, and continually frustrated, endeavor to uncover 
the “truth” of the incarcerated person. 

“To endeavor to think the state,” as Bourdieu reminds us, “is to take the risk of taking over 
(or of being taken over by) a thought of the state, i.e. of applying to the state categories of 
thought produced and guaranteed by the state and hence to misrecognize its most profound truth” 
(1994: 1). It is in this sense, perhaps, that scholars have argued that rehabilitation constitutes an 
“imaginary penality” – a set of ideological policies and rhetoric regarding what prison is and 
how it works that serves to legitimate the institution even as it masks its reality (Carlen 2013; 
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Comfort 2012). This position suggests that for the sake of demystifying incarceration, the 
researcher’s own analytical repertoire must operate at a critical distance from the rhetoric of the 
institution under study. But this distance, to me, seems dubious – particularly as, since Foucault 
and others remind us, critiques of prisons have historically proven a force for the maintenance 
and expansion of the institution (1995; Davis and Rodriguez 2000). The ambition of this 
dissertation does not extend to uncovering the “most profound truth” of the state. Instead, I 
simply contend that our collective work as scholars to account for prisons and rehabilitation must 
also grapple with the complex moral terrain of incarceration by considering not just what is 
foreclosed but also what is produced through reform. 

One distinct approach to apprehending this sense of openness has been put forward by 
Hirokazu Miyazaki (2004). Here the anthropologist draws on Ernst Bloch’s earlier treatise on 
hope (1995) to argue against enclosing the present within a historicizing the future out of 
existence. Instead, Miyazaki argues that anthropology might take up hope as a method of 
research – that is, by hoping alongside those under study – in order to better grasp these forms of 
anticipation and what they point towards. Both during the course of my fieldwork and in writing 
this dissertation I struggled in various ways with Miyazaki’s provocation to follow hope as a tool 
of inquiry, as I witnessed how such hopes were constantly frustrated, disappointed, or 
extinguished. Furthermore, the models of reform offered by treatment workers centered largely 
on conservative notions of respectable masculinity – including formal employment and the 
reconstruction of the nuclear family – as well as “overcoming” social markers of blackness. But 
without losing sight of these forms of violence, I also cannot close the door on a concept that 
itself allows those in prison to imagine a life and future for themselves outside prison.  

Certainly, there are many incarcerated people who both challenge these narratives and 
distance themselves from them. In men’s prisons, this includes those who embrace a form of 
“criminal agency” as a model of resistance to the state (Alves 2016).17 But many – if not most – 
of those I encountered in prison were invested, in different ways and to different extents, with 
pursuing reformed futures for themselves. In some ways, the hopes of Diogo or Elias or Diana or 
any others who appear in this dissertation might constitute forms of resistance, since they posit a 
future for those in prison that demands recognition in spite of suffering and that pushes back 
against the processes of mortification central to the institution. But they are not reducible to a 
dialectic of oppression and resistance, since in many ways the hopes of the imprisoned build on 
the same moral structures that justify and legitimate their imprisonment. This dissertation traces 
how resocialization moves through and animates various people, spaces, relationships and 
futures. I am interested in where resocialization exists and where it is vacant, the points where it 
coheres and those where it falls apart. In doing so, I draw attention to how it comes to shape the 
project of incarceration. But for me to respond to Diogo, and indeed for both of us to understand 
the world and its possibilities together, I hold on to the openness of resocialization, which 
requires grappling the concept as a form of enclosure and as an opening, one that might lead to 
futures both carceral and otherwise. 

 

 
17 Alves argues that crime forms a sphere of value and politics outside the language of rights. However, as 
demonstrated by Holston (2009) and Mallart and Rui (2017), many of those who identify themselves as criminal 
have also wielded “rights talk” to demand recognition. 



 

 

20 
Prison is Just a Question of Time 

Time is the mark and measure of imprisonment. Likewise, the legitimacy of these prisons as 
sites of punishment relies upon a particular conception and measurement of time. For 
criminologists Dario Melossi and Massimo Pavarini, this is the time of capitalism, a system that 
shapes time with two important qualities (1981). First, time is assumed as a quantum, a 
measurable and fungible quantity, such that time is divided into particular units, and these units 
are considered fungible with one another. One month, one year, holds the same value as any 
other; only in this case is it meaningful to say that a sentence of six years is twice as harsh as one 
of three. Second, time becomes understood under capitalism as both universal democratic 
possession and as a form of freedom, one that can be exchanged through labor. In this frame, 
prison – at least as an institution of punishment rather than containment – takes time away from 
the incarcerated person, denying them a kind of temporal sovereignty by wasting their time 
(Hardt 1997). In Brazil, as much as the United States and elsewhere, the criminal sentence is 
often framed as a “debt” to society, one that must be repaid one day at a time. Studies of prison, 
as Dominique Moran has highlighted, conceptualize, evaluate and measure imprisonment 
through time (2015). Longitudinal studies of the trajectories of incarcerated people, graphs that 
attest to rising incarceration rates, analyses of sentencing patterns, all make time the measure of 
the institution, its effectiveness, and its injustices. But if we understand prison through time, we 
also make sense of imprisonment by its own end – that is, the point of release. 

Diogo expressed this perhaps most clearly in the first letter I received from him, two weeks 
after I first met him in René Dotti during a workshop that I had organized and facilitated: 

Hi my friend, or better yet, my new friend, David. It’s around one in the morning and I can’t 
sleep because of the heat, but I’ve been thinking about your workshop until today, 
everything that we talked about. Anyway, I hope everything’s well […] I’ve been thinking 
about starting my own cultural project when I get the space, the desire to create, to write, 
consumes me, but what can I do? I can only sit here in the early morning, dreaming and 
making my plans until one day when everything will happen, but you can be certain of one 
thing, I won’t give up! David, I believe in my ideas, because I know that many never had a 
chance, but some day someone will come to recognize me and just like God brought us 
together that day, I believe that I will be in front of someone who can listen to me, who will 
believe in my dreams and who will give me all that I need – a chance! I don’t mean to get 
out of here, I committed a crime and I have to pay for it, but a chance to invest in my project 
and a chance that my work will be felt in the destroyed society that we see today, and you 
know what else David? Prison is just a question of time, the forgotten people on this side of 
the wall are going to be tomorrow’s society, and if nobody changes the way that they live 
and think, when they return they will be even worse. 

This letter carries with it a certain ambivalence towards the future. On the one hand, it bears the 
hope of a life after prison; on the other, it also concentrates a particular anxiety surrounding the 
nature of the imprisoned person and their potential as either a destructive or constructive social 
force. In this sense, Diogo wields the same rhetoric used by many within the prison system in 
their calls for resocialization. The argument that all those in prison would one day leave 
circulated constantly among prison workers and administrators, bolstered by a legal rationale that 
there existed no death penalty or life sentence in Brazil. As a descriptor of reality this statement 
is clearly false – hundreds die every year in Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. But it nevertheless locates 
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the simultaneous value and threat of the incarcerated person in this ostensibly inevitable moment 
of release. 

The “re” of resocialization frames this moment as a return. In this sense is not only forward 
looking, but also turns back to the past, to moments of deviance, or a point in which one might 
have fallen “outside” the social. As Rafael Godoi highlights, the bureaucratic protocols of 
Brazilian prisons are therefore both retrospective and prospective (2017b). It is through this 
combination of nostalgia and hope that resocialization resonates with other rehabilitative 
discourses, particularly in contexts of addiction recovery (Garcia 2008; Carr 2011; Meyers 2015) 
and disability (Wool 2015). These distinct projects all seem to operate through similar forms of 
pathologizing the sick, wounded, or deviant even as they hold out the promise of healing that 
might reabsorb them back into a healthy or moral society. Rehabilitation, and indeed cure in its 
broader sense, become intelligible in reference to an assumed former state; most often one to be 
found in the individual history of the rehabilitee (Meyers 2015; Canguilhem 2012). Within this 
reformative telos, the rehabilitee constitutes an “untimely” figure, one that must be brought back 
into contemporary moment through this return (Funahashi 2013). 

The sense of untimeliness has also characterized scholarly attention to the figure of the 
criminal. For Durkheim, for instance, crime constituted a “normal” and indeed fundamental 
aspect of any society. But in citing the criminalization of revolutionary figures and movements, 
he contends that crime is also often ahead of its time, “anticipating” a future society. By contrast, 
the criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso was concerned with establishing the physiognomic 
differences between revolutionary and criminal “types”: where the former might stride ahead of 
the social order, the latter was characterized by a form of hereditary underdevelopment. Drawing 
heavily from the well of Social Darwinism, Lombroso took prisons as laboratories for a study of 
such delinquent types, ones that could be measured and categorized through anthropometric 
tools, from the measurement of crania to an analysis of their urine (Lombroso 2006; 
Groombridge 1999). This positivist school thus racialized the category of the criminal, 
positioning them as anachronistic or “atavistic” figures, indeed ones that, if sent to the colonies, 
would align themselves with the “savages” (Lombroso 1891: 342; Angel-Ajani 2002). 

The following chapter of this dissertation traces the impact and legacy of Lombrosian 
positivism in Brazil’s criminal justice system. For now, I will highlight that contemporary forms 
of developmentalism or social progress recapitulate a similar scale against which those marked 
as criminal are positioned as somehow outside the present moment. For them to return requires 
inhabiting a present and a future that are already, to some extent, fixed. Indeed, rehabilitation 
often seems to turn upon a “future anterior” model of ethical engagement – an anticipated point 
at which the suffering and work of the present might become justified, in retrospect as “having 
been worth it” (Povinelli 2011). It is also in relation to this posited future that others are judged 
as resistant or incorrigible, caught within a perpetual present or “chronicity” that is formalized 
through evaluations and diagnoses (Garcia 2010).  

Rehabilitation also often builds trajectories of reform that point to recovery or redemption as 
the acquisition of a kind of life that is white, middle-class, and heteronormative (Wool 2015). 
Here gender, race, and kinship converge in the production of reformed subjects – and particularly 
in the work of producing and performing respectable masculinity. For instance, Nikki Jones 
outlines the process of “reforming” delinquent Black youths in San Francisco as one 
characterized by a drawn-out and complicated renegotiation of masculinity, since men are called 
to simultaneously relinquish their claims to the “street” and to maintain and restructure their 
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dominance within the household as working fathers (2018). Likewise, the work to rehabilitate 
gang members (Flores 2014), incarcerated men (Waldram 2012; Borneman 2016), disabled 
veterans (Wool 2015) and those living with addiction (Hansen 2012) becomes a project of 
building proper men, precisely through their reorientation to family life. The future in this sense 
is already colonized by an ideal of masculinity – rehabilitation is the work of shaping subjects 
capable of inhabiting it.  

As I will demonstrate throughout this dissertation, the responsibility for producing these 
men, or failing to do so, is routinely displaced onto women – both onto the mothers of those in 
prison and onto the largely feminine sphere of resocialization workers. As such, in the context of 
a men’s prisons motherhood becomes, somewhat paradoxically, a central site of inquiry and 
intervention. These anxieties orbit around questions of who is a worthy mother, capable of 
bringing those in prison into the sphere of “proper” manhood. They are also expressed through 
tropes of familial breakdown in which the entire work of reform seems predicated on 
assumptions of ostensibly negligent black mothers whose failures must be remedied by the white 
social worker. At the same time, when resocialization looks like the acquisition of white, middle-
class models of kinship and social life, the task of proving reform for the majority of the prison 
population becomes particularly fraught and always open to doubt. 

In drawing together these arguments, I contend here that Rio de Janeiro’s prisons produce, 
and are produced by, a series of temporalities – the time of the sentence; the biographies of the 
incarcerated; broader histories of national development and decay; the moment of release; and a 
projected life after prison. In particular, this “after” of incarceration makes the future tangible in 
prison, on occasion even more than the present. Those imprisoned in Rio de Janeiro are stalked 
by projections of their future selves, the combined hopes and anxieties of an institution that they 
must reckon with in order to get by in the present. It is also telling that when both resocialization 
workers and incarcerated people speak of the future, this is always a future after prison. There is 
a sense in which imprisonment is a drawn-out present; the future only begins on the day of 
release. But, as Diogo highlights, the inevitable progress of time makes this day’s arrival 
inevitable – one’s agency, whether reformed or criminal, can only be deferred for so long.  

 
Society, Humanity, Freedom 

If the “re” of resocialization points to the centrality of time, the “social” signifies an object – 
society – that gives shape to the anticipations that characterize imprisonment and that lends 
meaning to projects of personal transformation. Within this dissertation I argue that society is 
constantly written and rewritten in the context of Rio de Janeiro’s prison system. The entire 
structure of criminal and penal law in Brazil invokes society as an object that at once justifies 
imprisonment and that is protected by it.18 The documents and bureaucratic procedures that 
underwrite the pathways of “progression” all depend upon it. The labor and discourse of 
resocialization workers constantly refers to it, alternately as a site of belonging and one of moral 
degradation. Despite its abstraction, society constantly comes alive in Rio de Janeiro’s prisons, 
and it is invoked towards both punitive and emancipatory ends. 

This recourse to society parallels anthropology’s own use of the term. The social, as Arendt 
famously argued, is an historical form, one that emerges alongside a logic of property and labor 

 
18 Although, as I will discuss in Chapter 2, in the 19th and early 20th centuries it was “civilization” rather than society 
that performed this task. 
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characteristic of capitalism (1998). Society becomes an object both of knowledge and 
intervention insofar as they relate to a particular kind of governance (Rose 1999). Like prisons, 
anthropologists often both assume and produce this object through their own analysis; 
anthropology “writes” society, as Marilyn Strathern (1992) has demonstrated. Within Strathern’s 
analysis, society emerges in ethnographic writing as an object that completes and explains the 
individual: “when they are supplemented by society, persons are supplemented by an entity of a 
different order of abstraction, with its own properties, its own presence” (1992: 7). The 
abstraction provided by this object offers not just a context but an origin and an explanation for 
the forms of thinking and acting that anthropologists observe. 

In recent decades, scholarship from within anthropology and other social sciences has 
troubled this position of society as both an object of governance and a frame of inquiry. Strathern 
herself contends that society is not a necessary precondition for ethnography, but rather one 
among many forms of inquiry. Thus, she points other kinds of relationality and personhood, 
particularly in contexts where neither society nor the individual seem to function as operative 
categories. Likewise, Tobias Rees has argued that society has exhausted its explanatory capacity 
and now represented a conceptual prison, one that scholars might “happily abandon” in order to 
find new ways of understanding human experience (2011: 343). Likewise, a growing body of 
scholarship has argued that society has faded as a justification and object of governance, as 
institutions turn to new forms with which to apprehend and intervene in human life (Rose 1996, 
1999). From the accounts of these scholars, the current moment is a “post-social” one that on the 
one hand disaggregates humanity into individuals (Wacquant 2012), and on the other shifts to 
new collectivities such as populations (Redfield 2012; Rees 2018). Drawing on this literature, 
others have described contemporary shifts in penal governance, particularly within the United 
States, as a move towards a form of criminal justice that might be conceived as post-social 
(Simon 1999; 2000; O’Malley 1999).19 

The argument of this dissertation runs counter to these proclamations of the withering of the 
social. I contend here that society emerges as a reference point that various actors within the 
penal system take up to make sense of both prison and the imprisoned. This image of society is 
perhaps even more real within prison walls than outside, one that makes itself felt through 
various forms of prison life and governance. However, unlike the anthropologist who might 
locate individual figures and acts within this explanatory framework, the incarcerated are 
understood and evaluated as outside society. Indeed, prison itself emerges within my account as a 
site that understands itself as removed from the social body, even if it constantly points back 
towards it. This is not to say that society is not also an object of critique. For many people in 
prison, it represents a space of dispossession as much as hope. But this view towards society, like 
the constant appearance of the sun outside a window, nevertheless persists.  

Within Brazilian jurisprudence, society is defined along Durkheimian lines – as a 
transcendental entity that operates independently of the individuals who compose it; as a force 
that shapes the forms of thought and consciousness available to individuals; and as a largely 
intangible object that becomes most clearly felt in an attempt to contravene or subvert it (1982). 
Society also represents a position of moral authority; in many of its invocations, it seems to be 
coterminous with morality itself. As Laidlaw remarks, “Durkheim’s conception of the social so 

 
19 This discussion regarding the place of “society” within incarceration is distinct from earlier ideas of “inmate 
society” – the emergence of unique forms of collectivity and conduct within prisons (Clemmer 1958; Sykes 1958). 
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completely identifies the collective [that is, society] with the good that an independent 
understanding of ethics appears neither necessary nor possible” (2014: 312). This is not to say 
that prisons self-consciously take up a Durkheimian sociology. Rothman has, in fact, argued the 
inverse: that a that the formation of the penitentiary shows a Durkheimian line of reasoning 
before Durkheim himself, particularly through an understanding of social breakdown and anomie 
as the prime causes of deviance (2002). But the basic structure of the law, and indeed of 
resocialization, seems to rest upon this justification through, and defense of, society as the site of 
the collective good. 

As I have indicated, the notion that society was a moral entity or site of ethical authority 
seemed to increasingly come into question by many of my interlocutors over the course of my 
fieldwork. But for most, this did not undermine the simultaneous attachment to society as a 
group towards which one aspires to join, and indeed one in which human value is determined 
and realized. Instead, there seemed to be a bifurcation of the concept itself – society came to hold 
two contrasting, seemingly incompatible, meanings. I often noticed this in Diogo’s letters, at 
once critical of the hypocrisies and inequalities of Brazilian society and hopeful of his eventual 
return to it. So I wrote to him in one of my responses: 

Dear Diogo, 
Your letters finally arrived today! I got them last Friday and was so happy to read them, 

even though we just saw each other last week [….] I want to ask you – what is a society? 
Reading your letter, it seems like it’s two things. On the one side, society is corrupt and 
dishonest, it segregates and marginalizes. On the other, your objective and that of others 
deprived of liberty is to be accepted by society and to return to social coexistence. 

When I sent him letters, I would often print articles, chapters, or reports that I thought would 
interest him, or that he had requested from me. I once sent material unrelated to prison; he 
thanked me but assured me that what he wanted was more ideas about incarceration. So I would 
print pages of Michel Foucault, Angela Davis, Loïc Wacquant and Augusto Thompson, as well as 
reports published by state and federal offices. I would slip these into envelopes behind my letters 
– or, when I had the opportunity, I would pass them directly to him in my visits. This time I 
attached the first chapter of Rules of the Sociological Method (Durkheim 1982). I don’t know if 
he ever read it, but I received his reply two weeks later: 

“What is a society?” To me a society is a group of different people, with their economy, their 
organization, structure and government (leadership). So the system doesn’t cease to be a 
society “within” another one, although both as you have pointed out are corrupt, unequal, 
violent, and marginalize those with the least possibilities and privilege those with more 
power of accumulation (everyone is worth what they have, not what they are) [….] But this 
anxiety to be accepted by the “external” society comes from various facts, nothing compares 
to life in liberty, the right to choose, to come and go, to live with family, someone beloved, 
children. When I think of freedom, even with the diseases of society and everything that is 
difficult and awful that I will find out there, honestly it all just fades into the background, the 
focus, the dream is to return to society, the liberty I dream of, the same dream as everyone 
here. 

Here Diogo seemed to recapitulate rather than the resolve the contradiction I had presented to 
him; while he first critiqued both the notion of society as a site of morality and the idea that 
prison was somehow located outside it, he reaffirmed it as a normative space of belonging by the 
end of the same paragraph. These two conceptions of society seem to exist in tension without 
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undoing each other; depending on the context one might be foregrounded at the expense of the 
other. 
 Maybe this was the wrong question for me to ask. As Donzelot has argued, “what is 
society?” is an abstract question that can only generate an abstract response; as such, the more 
interesting and useful question would be “how do we live in society?” (1972: 849). But it was 
towards this abstraction that Diogo pointed even before my provocation, one that served as the 
basis for how he envisioned living at all. Society, for Diogo, was the necessary precondition for 
both his freedom and the full recognition of his humanity. But since prison is, at least in some 
sense, a site of exclusion from this collectivity within which he invests his own potential, this 
freedom and this recognition are speculative, always deferred to a future point. 

This deferral of humanity is a strategy of colonial governance. As Fanon contends, it 
presents a resolution to the apparent contradiction between proclamations of universal humanity 
and the reality of violent subordination by producing racialized “sub-humans” (2007). In doing 
so, the full realization of this ideal is located in a future date, always postponed, when the 
colonized Other’s full humanity is finally achieved. Fanon’s argument is echoed by Chakrabarty, 
who underlines how British government in India appeared to simultaneously recognize universal 
citizenship while insisting that colonial subjects must be shaped to properly inhabit this role 
(Chakrabarty 1999). In Brazil, this same logic finds a different guise in pacification; the 
expropriation of “unruly” territories and the capture of entire communities justified through a 
civilizing or tutelary mission – whether that be indigenous communities in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries or, as I have described, the occupation of Rio’s favelas by military police (Pacheco de 
Oliveira 2014). 

These genealogies of governance through deferral connect contemporary anti-black violence 
with strategies of colonialism globally. But many researchers, most notably those within or in 
conversation with a body of scholarship known as Afro-pessimism, also contend that blackness 
holds a singular position within the construction of both humanity and society (Sexton 2010; 
Alves 2016). This scholarship contends that any claims of the current or prospective recognition 
of black inclusion are a farce since civil society is defined through, predicated upon, and 
reproduced by, the denial of black humanity and black life: “Blackness cannot become one of 
civil society’s many junior partners: Black citizenship, or Black civic obligation, are oxymorons” 
(Wilderson 2003: 7). This position of absolute otherness or nonbeing is not comparable to other 
racial categories nor to gender, sexuality or class because, as Wilderson contends, blackness 
represents a site not just of vulnerability or exposure to violence, but rather an ontological 
position of social death that, at least within the Western Hemisphere, underpins the projects of 
humanity, civil society, and the state (2010). The lives of non-black people may be shaped by 
similar forms of violence, but such violence is experienced as an event, rather than a defining 
quality of existence. 

Central to this understanding of race and violence is the concept of social death. As defined 
by Orlando Patterson, social death was the condition of slavery in the Americas, comprised of 
three qualities: systematic violence, humiliating treatment, and “natal alienation.” This last 
aspect referred to the denial of kinship, history, and the possibility of social reproduction, what 
Achille Mbembe describes as the paradoxical inheritance of kinlessness (2017). Anthropologist 
Joshua Price has argued that these same qualities inhere within contemporary mass incarceration, 
particularly in the United States. Afro-pessimism’s critique extends far beyond prisons, even if 
they represent a paradigmatic site of black non-being; social death instead represents the singular 
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condition of existence for black people in the western hemisphere (Wilderson 2010, Sexton 
2010). 

I will return to the idea of social death, and particularly questions regarding natal alienation, 
over the course of this dissertation. What is of interest here is the question of what the “social” of 
social death indexes. This social is not an abstract model of explanation, nor an obsolete object 
of governance, but a very real, death-dealing force that makes life, humanity and governance 
thinkable only through the violence exclusion of blackness from them. The stark image of life 
and death presented by this body of literature represents a particular challenge to ethnography, 
both as a model of inquiry and as a political project. Within anthropology, Jaime Alves has 
grappled with Afro-pessimism as a model of framing black life and death within São Paulo, 
while recognizing the limitations of a framework in the context of anthropological fieldwork: 
“one can imagine what the mothers portrayed in this book would think about theoretical claims 
that would label them as ‘already dead,’ and what it would mean to act politically if they accept 
death as a defining existential condition of their being” (2016: 12). Instead, he makes his task the 
identification of a political life and agency in the midst of social death, one that might challenge, 
even if momentarily, the social order of anti-blackness. 

Where Alves turns to those who “never bought into the promise of civil society or accepted 
its grammar of rights in the first place” (2016: 13), I also turn my attention to people like Diogo, 
who did seem committed, albeit ambivalently so, to the promise of the social. In doing so, I do 
not wish to suggest that all those in Rio de Janeiro’s prisons are equally invested in projects of 
personal transformation that would be recognizable to others as resocialization. There are of 
course many who reject this reformative trajectory and who understand the possibilities of life 
after prison largely through both the material resources and the forms of sociality that 
characterize the “world of crime” – a distinct social sphere associated with organized crime, 
particularly drug trafficking. However, I do wish to push back somewhat on the characterization 
of prisons as largely comprised of this kind of counter-hegemonic criminal agency. From my 
fieldwork experience I would suggest that, at least in Rio de Janeiro’s men’s prisons, the majority 
of those in prison are invested, at least to some extent, to the pursuit of a form of identity and 
sociality that is broadly understood as non-criminal – even if it is also characterized by various 
forms of extra-legality (Moore 2020). However, beside any question of numbers, I also want to 
push back against the common assumption that it is only through this figure of the faction 
member or self-identified criminal that the realities of incarceration might be revealed. 

This approach does not require accepting uncritically the benevolent intentions of 
resocialization work. Instead, I suggest that while prisons are clearly sites of dehumanization, we 
must also attend to the perverse forms of humanization that operate within it as well. Here, too, 
we find a tie between incarceration and the institution of slavery. As Saidiyah Hartman argues, it 
was often precisely through the recognition of humanity, rather than simply its denial, that both 
slavery and emancipation opened black people up to new forms of discipline and subordination 
(1997). In particular, as Hartman repeatedly stresses, in the United States the criminal trial 
constituted the only sphere of law in which the humanity of the enslaved was fully recognized – 
if only through their culpability.20  

 
20 Although, as I point out in the following chapter, even following abolition the Brazilian penal reformist Nina 
Rodrigues did in fact suggest that criminal culpability or “penal responsibility” must be modulated depending on the 
race of the accused. Nevertheless, this argument was never incorporated into Brazilian legislation. 
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I want to echo Hartman’s provocation here to refuse “humanization” as an easy exit to 

questions of inequality or violence. The violence of incarceration does not emerge only in 
relation to those processes that strip the imprisoned of their humanity; humanization produces 
conduits for punishment and suffering as much as care. Resocialization workers and reformists in 
Rio de Janeiro often spoke of the imperative to “humanize” (“humanizar”) not just those 
incarcerated but the entire prison system as a whole. Perhaps this is made most clear in their 
inversion of the widespread Brazilian edict “a good criminal is a dead criminal” into “a good 
criminal is a resocialized criminal.” In this phrase, resocialization workers seem to distance their 
own work from the punitivism of prisons by positioning themselves as defenders of those in 
prison against the prison itself. My sense is that many of us do the same when we decry 
incarceration as a destructive or violent institution without reckoning with how our own 
exhortations for humanity are often constitutive of the very object of our critique. I want to avoid 
this “move to innocence”21 by questioning the distance between reform and punitive violence, 
even as I also resist completely collapsing one into the other. In doing so, I trace what is 
produced within this realm of “humanization”; consider what is folded back into the project of 
incarceration, and what seems to exceed it; and question when and to what ends we make a 
distinction between the two. 
 
Methodology 

This dissertation is based on two years of fieldwork conducted in Rio de Janeiro between 
2014 and 2017.22 Over the course of my research, I came to focus on two specific men’s prisons, 
both of which are administered under the auspices of SEAP. While I visited another thirteen 
prisons in the state – nine men’s units, three women’s prisons, and one juvenile detention 
institution – at least once over this period, it was only in these two prisons that I maintained 
relatively regular visits, although the conditions of my presence in each of these were distinct, as 
I will explain below. I also spent much of my time with formerly incarcerated people in their first 
months following release, both in the state parole office and, later, in their homes and on the 
street. In addition, I regularly worked in SEAP’s administrative departments, the main offices of 
the Prison Nucleus within the state public defenders agency, and within the enormous, modernist 
structure in Rio’s city center known as the Justice Tribunal, labyrinth that held the state’s penal 
court (the Vara de Execuções Penais or VEP, the court responsible for administering and 
governing the sentence of those already sentenced). 

While I focus of men’s prisons, this is not – or at least not exclusively – an ethnography of 
men. First, as I have discussed, much of this ethnography focuses on the relationships between 
those incarcerated and resocialization workers, who are overwhelmingly women and largely 
white. Second, I also worked with many travestis, who are largely incarcerated in the men’s 
prison system since they are legally identified as male at birth, although they cultivate feminine 
bodies and subjectivities. Despite the disparate positions occupied by these groups, questions of 

 
21 Tuck and Yang employ the term “move to innocence” to describe the attempts made by settlers to “deny and 
deflect their own complicity in settler colonialism” (2012: 10). James Baldwin develops a similar argument in The 
Fire Next Time by deconstructing white Americans’ attempt to distance and thereby absolve themselves of the 
racism that founds the national order: “it is not permissible that the authors of devastation should also be innocent. It 
is the innocence which constitutes the crime” (1993: 13-14). 
22 This includes pilot fieldwork conducted from May to August 2014, and again from June to August 2015. The bulk 
of this research was from July 2016 to December 2017. 
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gender, kinship and family constantly surfaced, often at unexpected moments, within my 
research. Having said this, the experiences of those working at or imprisoned within those units 
designated for women are largely absent from this account. 

Virtually all prisons in Brazil are emblazoned with the names of prominent jurists, including 
prison reformers. This fact struck me suddenly when I attended an event highly critical of the 
prison system, in which the key speaker was introduced as co-author of a noteworthy legal text 
together with a man whose name I had walked under the previous week during a prison visit. In 
keeping with this tradition, I have named the two prisons in which I conducted fieldwork Tobias 
Barreto and René Dotti. The first is a prison unit within the Bangu penal complex; it is 
designated as “semi-open” under the progressive categorizations established under the LEP. The 
second is a “closed” prison outside Bangu that operates under a tighter security regime. Because 
of these designations, at the time of research those within René Dotti often were being held 
under longer sentences than in Tobias Barreto; in any case, many of those in Tobias Barreto were 
approaching the date marking their eligibility to apply for parole or house arrest. For several 
months, I also conducted research around a third prison, Crispim Ventino, which appears in the 
penultimate chapter of this dissertation. As an “open” prison, those incarcerated in this unit were 
released during weekdays; I spent much of my time in the surrounding neighborhood during 
these days, although I never entered the prison. While these units sit along different scales of a 
prison system designed to progressively “open” up to the outside world, I do not consider any of 
them as more or less of a prison. Instead, each encapsulates or highlights different aspects of the 
state’s penal system. 

I first visited Tobias Barreto in 2014 as an official visitor, where I was given a tour by the 
deputy warden and later left with the prison’s social workers to pass the day. I later spent a year 
working as an intern for the two public defenders responsible for the unit, Lívia and Ángela. 
Each would spend at least one day a week working directly in the prison – I entered alongside 
them, as well as their para-legal assistant or another intern. Here I spent most of my time in their 
office and in the surrounding administrative rooms, which housed the “classification” room, the 
offices of the warden and deputy warden, as well as rooms for the prison psychologists and 
social workers. On other occasions I visited the prison school for special events, the outside 
soccer field, or one of two designated temples in the prison where an incarcerated man often ran 
a musical group. Alongside this work in the prison, I also spent time in the office of Lívia and 
Ángela in the city center, where they also attended family members of their clients. 

By contrast, I worked within René Dotti with two distinct projects. The first was as a guest 
of an evangelical church, who regularly invited me to church services and events that they ran 
within the prison and assisted with authorizing my entrance. In this capacity I spent most of my 
time in the evangelical temple located at the back of the prison. Second, I obtained “pre-
authorization” in late 2016 to work as a volunteer within a program known as Project Life, a 
status that allowed me to quickly organize and receive permission to run activities as part of the 
project. While Project Life operated in many prisons across the state and I visited a dozen other 
prisons at least once as a volunteer, most of my participation in this project was within René 
Dotti. As a result of this work, the prison psychologist also invited me to participate in another 
project officially called the “LGBT Group,” which arranged regular meetings for incarcerated 
trans women, travestis, and gay men in the prison. Both groups met in the same space, a large 
yellow hall close to the entrance. Over the entire course of my fieldwork, this was the prison in 
which Diogo was incarcerated; alongside our conversations in prison, we established a letter 
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correspondence that lasted through the final year of my fieldwork and continued into the next 
year. 

This letter correspondence represents one among a variety of documentary forms of 
research. As I will explore in the following chapter, prisons operate through a constant 
production and circulation of files: case records, sentencing certificates, federal and state laws, 
writs of habeas corpus, written reports, filing cabinets and electronic databases all serve to 
maintain prison as much as any iron bars or concrete walls (Han 2015). Largely through my 
work with the public defense office, I was able not only to analyze these documents, but also to 
observe their production and circulation, particularly as they crossed the threshold between the 
prison administration and the domain of the penal court. Conversely, my own presence and 
movement through the prison system is now written into this bureaucratic archive, ranging from 
my applications to both the prison administration and the penal courts for research authorization 
to the logbooks I signed at the front gates of prisons every time I entered and left. 

By delineating which spaces were open to me, and in what context, I also want to point to 
those that were closed. While I often walked past them I never applied for, nor was I offered, 
entrance into the cells of any prison. The modes in which I circulated through each institution 
were highly conditioned by the form of my access. As a public defender’s intern, for instance, 
my presence was never questioned by guards and I was never searched upon entry. Working for 
Project Life, I kept all authorizing documents with me at all times but was nevertheless forced to 
wait for up to an hour outside prison gates and repeatedly explain the basic premise of the project 
before being ushered inside. These restrictions form part of the experience of incarceration for 
anyone in prison, including the administration. At the same time, my circulation through certain 
areas was clearly far less circumscribed than that of those imprisoned people and visiting family 
members in any of the prisons in which I worked. 

These institutional barriers were not the only restrictions upon my fieldwork, however. 
Perhaps most importantly, while many currently and formerly incarcerated people took great 
interest in my project, their family members were far less willing to take part in my research. In 
part this is due to my presence as a foreign, white, male researcher indirectly linked to the 
institution incarcerating their loved ones. Family members are also painfully aware that their 
actions often result in repercussions for themselves – particularly having their visiting cards 
revoked – and for those in prison. Thus, while the “image” of the family constitutes an important 
component of my research, the concrete role that many family members play in promoting 
resocialization is relatively less explored within this dissertation, which instead largely pivots on 
the encounter between prison workers and the incarcerated. 

The field of prison studies in general, and prison ethnography in particular, are both often 
dominated by questions of access, and particularly the omnipresent barriers that researchers face. 
These questions clearly hold importance in contexts of confinement, in particular in places where 
the possibilities for research are often so restricted, but they also tend to bracket out, often very 
explicitly, any other methodological concern.23 Nevertheless, it is important to note here that my 
fieldwork sits squarely within a tradition of prison ethnography in which the presence of the 
researcher is tied to, and in a sense predicated upon, the work of rehabilitation. Ethnographers of 
the 1950s and 1960s, including Donald Clemmer, Gresham Sykes and Erving Goffman, were all 

 
23 For an example, see Wacquant’s critique of Lorna Rhodes’ discussion of research ethics and his exhortation that 
the main concern of scholarship is simply to get prison ethnography done (2002). 
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employed by prison administrations, occasionally through the formal position of “prison 
sociologist” (Clemmer 1940; Sykes 1958; Goffman 1962). Wacquant has also famously 
suggested that United States prisons closed their doors to researchers in the 1980s largely as part 
of a broader “jettisoning” of rehabilitative ideas that had originally justified their presence (2002: 
384). Conversely, the explicit promotion of researchers within Scandinavian prisons has served 
to legitimate these countries’ penal systems by marketing and underwriting narratives of their 
humanity and exceptionalism (Sumner, Sexton and Reiter 2018). 

It is certainly possible to take the forms of access tied to treatment or rehabilitation and 
direct them towards other concerns or objects, as many researchers have done.24 In my own 
fieldwork I preferred to let the concept lead me, since it was clear from early on that 
resocialization brought me towards an important set of questions regarding the institution. This 
dissertation, patched together from these avenues of research, allows me to trace how 
resocialization translates across different modalities of interventions; moves between people and 
documents; folds across different temporalities; and is wielded towards distinct ends. That said, 
there are clear gaps in this account, and many critical aspects of incarceration are bracketed out 
or backgrounded. First, I never witnessed many of the kinds of physical violence that permeated 
the institutions in which I conducted research, although I could occasionally perceive them 
indirectly through the traces they left. Rather than scrub out all such traces for the sake of 
conceptual clarity, I have chosen to leave many of them within this dissertation as signs that 
point towards another set of experiences that shape prison life. 

Second, this dissertation does not offer an analysis of the forms of governance that emerge 
from Rio de Janeiro’s factions: political communities of incarcerated people linked to organized 
crime operations outside prison, often glossed in English as “gangs.” Much of the scholarship on 
incarceration in Latin America, and particularly Brazil, considers the role of “inmate 
governance” in prison, and indeed points to it as the defining characteristic of the country’s penal 
system (Darke 2018; Lessing and Denyer Willis 2019; Barbosa 2006). Other work has pushed 
back against this characterization (Godoi 2017b). Like Godoi, I find that the collective emphasis 
on factions tends to exaggerate their role, often as a means of highlighting a contrast to literature 
on “total institutions” (Goffman 1962). Their focus on political leadership also distracts from the 
experience of the majority of the prison population, particularly in Rio de Janeiro, who identify 
tenuously and often ephemerally with these groups, if at all.25 Nevertheless, their presence and 
political force within the penal system is undeniable; so while I do not offer an exhaustive 
account of their role, I do identify and examine how both prison workers and the incarcerated 
understand and navigate their influence. 

 
24 One of the most notable examples of this is the state of São Paulo, where the majority of recent anthropological 
research conducted in prisons is undertaken through the Catholic Church’s Prison Ministry (“Pastoral Carcerária”), 
an organization that has authorized the entrance of ethnographers as volunteers. Studies that emerge from this form 
of access include work on anti-black violence (Alves 2016), incarcerated LGBT people (Zamboni 2016), affective 
relationships among imprisoned women (Padovani 2015), and relationships between prisons and other sites of 
control (Godoi 2017; Mallart and Rui 2017). But while the Prison Ministry appears most often in acknowledgements 
or in descriptions of research methodology, it never constitutes the object of research.  
25 A notable exception to this is the work of Karina Biondi (2016). It is also worth noting that the prison population 
of those units informally assigned to Rio’s largest faction, the Comando Vermelho, is nevertheless smaller than that 
of those designated as “neutral.” This broad category, however, contains within it several other groupings, including 
those linked to para-military militias and the collective organization known as the People of Israel, which resembles 
factions in structure but is not linked to drug trafficking networks outside the prison system. 
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This dissertation follows both resocialization workers and imprisoned people and pays close 

attention to the encounters and exchanges that develop between them. However, my relative 
focus on one or the other, both in fieldwork and writing, varies depending on the context. In 
particular, the bulk of the research that I conducted within prisons concentrated on staff and 
volunteers. The experience of incarcerated people emerges through other forms. This includes 
documents like Diogo’s letters, which as far as either of us knew were never opened or interfered 
with during our correspondence; as well as diaries, letters, and photos that other formerly 
incarcerated people shared from their time in prison. Finally, many of those who I met during 
their incarceration were released in the following months and years. In many cases I gained 
permission to discuss our interactions within prison at this later point. These navigations through 
the dilemmas of research while in prison do not represent a systematic framework for prison 
research, but rather a negotiation of what is possible and ethical in a landscape of confinement 
that is itself constantly shifting. 

My presence in prison was always mediated by a constant movement through circuits of 
legal arguments, personal connections, and individual concessions meant to be understood as 
largesse. The points of access I constructed were the result of learning and playing this paranoid 
game, one that drew me uncomfortably into the structures of power of the institution and its 
administration – although this work was also characterized by many missteps. Furthermore, my 
fieldwork is also the product of a particular moment in time within each prison studied and the 
broader penal administration. During my pilot research in 2014, I was surprised by the apparent 
openness of the prison administration to researchers. Over the course of my fieldwork, however, 
this sensation seemed to dissipate, both at a local and national level. Two months after I returned 
in 2016, Brazil’s Minister of Justice proclaimed the nation was in need of “less research and 
more guns” (O Tempo 2016). When I visited Rio de Janeiro in 2018, I planned and organized a 
series of Project Life activities to present the preliminary results of my research for conversation 
and debate. The first of these was authorized, while all subsequent events were denied, ostensibly 
for reasons of security. This is not to say that prison research in Rio de Janeiro would be 
impossible, either now or in the future; but whatever forms it might take depend on a series of 
ongoing transformations that occur at the levels of individual prisons, state administrations, and 
federal politics. 

The fact that all ethnography eventually becomes history is perhaps self-evident. Indeed, 
even during fieldwork it was clear that my research was grounded within a particular historical 
moment; a moment which, as I have explained, had become known as the crisis. As Koselleck 
argues, crisis assumes that an end or an exit is inevitable; indeed, it seems to produce an ethical 
demand to find this exit as soon as possible (1988). Nevertheless, I was shocked by the seeming 
velocity with which I felt my fieldwork had become an historical artefact. 2018, the year 
immediately following fieldwork, witnessed not only the rise of Jair Bolsonaro, a figure who  
came to dominate any narrative about contemporary social and political life in Brazil, but also a 
series of authoritarian shifts in governance. The collective result was, for many, the triumph of a 
popular will; for others, it was the undoing of Brazilian democracy. Looking back over 
interviews and fieldnotes, I find glimpses of this future – in a nostalgia expressed by social 
workers over the “protection” offered during the dictatorship; in the striking discontent among 
the imprisoned about criminal impunity; and in the increasing presence of military figures among 
the upper ranks of the prison administration. But I want to resist the urge to read my fieldwork as 
a prologue to what followed, if only to hold onto the kinds of indeterminacy that were felt by 
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myself and my interlocutors through my research. At the same time, despite the scale and speed 
of change in Brazil, including its prisons, there are also many continuities – most obviously, the 
ongoing expansion of the prison population. What I examine in this dissertation does represent 
one particular moment, but it also points to an ongoing set of tensions that animate the project of 
incarceration, for Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and elsewhere. 
 
Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation follows resocialization across different domains of prison life and through 
the experiences of both resocialization workers and those imprisoned. Each of the following 
three chapters approaches a specific project or process linked to the injunction to resocialize 
those in prison. Chapter 2 – “Progress,” Bureaucracy, and the Prison’s Paper Heart 
considers the work of public defenders and the production and circulation of files. I outline the 
development of a progressive model of incarceration within Brazil, one that provides a 
framework for punishment predicated on the objective of a gradual return to society. This model, 
I argue, produces a demand that the future be made available as a form of evidence – a demand 
that is ostensibly met by a series of documents that evaluate and classify those in prison through 
notions of risk, danger, behavior, and reform. By following the production and circulation of 
these files as they move between Tobias Barreto prison and Rio’s penal court, I suggest that 
“progress” through a criminal sentence depends upon these files and their movement. Thus, they 
hold a certain kind of promise, even if it is one that is constantly obscured or deferred by delays. 

Chapter 3 – Holes in the Wall: Project Life and Prison Psychology’s Praxis shifts the 
focus to the work of “technicians,” particularly psychologists, and their substantive efforts to 
reform those in prison. In particular, I examine “Project Life,” a program within Rio’s prisons 
with the ostensible aim of promoting “health and citizenship” among the prison population. The 
activities provided by psychologists through the project articulate specific understandings 
regarding production and distribution of responsibility, the place of the self and the social, and 
the potential for transformation and reform. Yet the project also reflects the anxieties of 
volunteers, including myself, regarding what makes for an ethical or effective pedagogy within 
the context of prison, and indeed what the possibilities of reform are within such a space. 
Furthermore, I contend that Project Life extends the interventionist logic of pacification in which 
“unruly” non-white territories and populations marked as ungovernable are brought into the fold 
of society through tutelage. 

Chapter 4 – Born Again: Carceral Christianity and the Weight of the New highlights the 
importance of evangelical Christianity within Rio’s prisons, both through the work of 
missionaries and the forms of self-organization practiced by the incarcerated faithful. I argue that 
while many within prisons understand religion as the main, or even only, effective tool for 
resocialization, Christianity also fundamentally reconfigures the models of personhood and 
reform that underpin it. In particular, narratives of conversion conflict juridical ideals of criminal 
responsibility, while society becomes marked as a space of sin that must be conquered and 
thereby transformed. I also argue that race is both incorporated and denied within the language of 
hope and salvation employed by a particular evangelical church, and a missionary for whom the 
hope of all humanity is most clearly embodied in whiteness. 

The final three chapters shift from specific areas of prison life to broader analytical 
questions that span different domains and registers of resocialization. In Chapter 5 – Men and 
Their Mothers: Race, Family and Resocialization, I take the constant invocations of 
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motherhood on the part of resocialization workers towards their incarcerated “sons” as a 
platform to examine the relationship between resocialization, race, and the question of the 
Brazilian family. I argue that the defense that actors like social workers and missionaries 
construct of the incarcerated relies upon displacing criminal responsibility from the individual to 
a supposedly dysfunctional family, and particularly upon negligent black mothers. In doing so, 
they produce a defense of incarcerated men by characterizing them as essentially children in 
need of both nurture and development. This defense ultimately relies upon tropes of familial 
breakdown among poor and Black Brazilians, while bracketing out the very real presence of 
actual mothers within the prison system. At the same time, incarcerated men often take up the 
same language by speaking of mothers who have found and even saved them while in prison. 

Chapter 6 – Travestis and Topologies of Reform focuses on the experiences of 
incarcerated travestis within the men’s prison system. In particular, I argue that the ideals of 
kinship which seem to underpin resocialization effectively cast travestis out from any 
institutionally recognizable narratives of reform. While the labor of travestis to construct futures 
for themselves mirrors, and often significantly overlaps, with that of cisgender men, they 
nevertheless come to be seen as incorrigible. This evaluation, combined with the inability of 
many travestis’ to produce legible claims to a “home” that might take them in after their release, 
effectively extends their imprisonment. But it also pushes them to certain spaces within prisons; 
as I will argue, these topologies of incarceration also point in a more general sense to how 
resocialization reorders space as much as time. 

Finally, Chapter 7 – Finding the Future in the Marvelous City follows some of those 
introduced in previous chapters after their release from prison. I examine how those leaving the 
prison system encounter a social reality vastly different from the one promised them by 
resocialization; a reality that, in turn, makes their claims of personal transformation difficult to 
perform and enact. I thereby turn to consider the place of resocialization, and incarceration more 
broadly, within the moment of “crisis” that characterized Rio de Janeiro during 2016 and 2017. 
In doing so, I ask, alongside my interlocutors, what redemption is possible, particularly as people 
leave the institution that at once confined them and legitimated a particular kind of hopeful 
discourse. I conclude by considering the possibilities and limits of a “redemptive turn” both for 
the formerly incarcerated and for the discipline of anthropology. 
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Chapter 2 – “Progress,” Bureaucracy, and the Prison’s Paper Heart 

 
 On an ordinary day in Rio de Janeiro, around one hundred people are newly imprisoned. On 
the same day, another hundred or so are released. The prison administration’s own records show 
that between January 2017 and April 2018 the prison population stood relatively stable at 
approximately 51,000. Yet over that period 45,000 people entered the system, while 42,400 were 
released.26 The end of incarceration is not the end of a criminal sentence – the vast majority of 
those who leave prison do so under conditions of parole or house arrest. These forms of early 
release are understood colloquially by lawyers, the incarcerated, and prison staff alike as 
“benefits” (“benefícios”),27 within a broader system of progressive imprisonment. Progression 
here refers to the series of measures and policies built into the Brazilian legal system that 
ostensibly provides a pathway through one’s sentence marked by a move from greater to lesser 
security, a gradual return of the rights of the citizen, and a possibility for early release. In the 
Brazilian case as in elsewhere the most important aspects of this model of progression are parole 
and regime transfer, which refers to transfers from “closed” to “semi-open” and “open” models 
of imprisonment. Movement through each stage of this process is largely predicated upon good 
behavior and the demonstration of reform, largely defined as proof that the incarcerated no 
longer presents a danger to society. 
 In this chapter, I analyze the operation of this progressive model of incarceration in Rio de 
Janeiro through the bureaucratic forms that it engenders linked to these figures of society, 
danger, behavior, and resocialization. I begin with the observation that in Brazil, legislation 
demands the evaluation of the incarcerated based on resocialization’s trajectory of reform. This 
evaluation takes place as a set of documents that are produced and circulated between Rio de 
Janeiro’s penal court and its prisons. The traffic in paper is a critical aspect of incarceration in the 
Brazilian state, and represents the form by which the past, present, and future of the imprisoned 
are transformed into legal evidence. Imprisonment relies upon this “file self,” a subjectivity 
constructed and made visible through practices of documentation and bureaucracy (Chatterji 
1998). This self allows the person to whom it refers to become legible as an object of knowledge 
while operating at a remove from her. Indexing a person or advocating for someone is one of the 
basic functions of bureaucracy in any context. But prison documents represent more than simply 
an extension of the subject (Reed 2006). Indeed, the bureaucratic apparatus of incarceration is 
noteworthy insofar as files move with more freedom and autonomy than the people to whom 
they refer. The distance between the two is, I shall demonstrate, an operating principle of Rio’s 
prisons and a cause of constant anxiety for the incarcerated, who know that their futures depend 
upon files that largely remain out of their reach. 
 This approach to punishment through bureaucracy follows the work of criminologist Sora 
Han, who has argued that incarceration “is not only a system of signification whose purpose is to 
shape something outside of it […] It also bears a certain materiality of writing through which 
social identification, political imagination, and both mundane and spectacular statecraft are 
performed. In short, punishment is paperwork” (2015: 97-98).  This argument finds resonance in 
the work of anthropologist Matthew Hull, who has pointed to case files as an “irreducibly 

 
26 The reason the population remained stable over this period despite the discrepancy in these numbers is largely due 
to the two other forms by which one might leave prison – namely, death and escape. 
27 All translations from Portuguese in this chapter are mine, unless otherwise noted. 
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material entity” with a political agency shaped by their physical form (2012: 115). Drawing on 
these authors, I understand prison bureaucracy, and the case files linked to progression in 
particular, as material and political actors within prisons whose specific force lies with to 
qualities. First, paper travels. It moves through juridical circuits, passes across carceral 
boundaries, and combines with other files and people in specific notes within these networks. In 
the context of an institution organized around immobility, this movement is critical. For instance, 
in my first visit to Tobias Barreto, the prison that I focus on in this chapter, a guard referred to 
the bureaucratic center of the unit as the “heart of the prison.” This heart pumps paper not just 
through the prison itself, but into clerk’s offices and courtrooms across the state of Rio de 
Janeiro. 
 Second, prison bureaucracy rests upon a particular narrative of the incarcerated person’s 
biography via a mode of narration that rests upon both a criminal past and a resocialized future. 
This biography forces those in prison into specific subject positions in order to be made legible 
along this line of reform. What Feldman might describe as the “biographical artifact,” the life 
refracted through a file, is already embedded within the demands of the form, such that 
“biography is inlaid into a juridical or therapeutic resolution” (2004: 164). Feldman points to the 
production and consumption of biographies as itself sustaining a form of violence in which the 
“subject” of the life story is extracted in service of an ideal of justice that is not theirs. Here I will 
particularly note how incarceration demands a constant confession of the “truth” of the 
imprisoned, a truth already steeped in racialized and gendered tropes of “de-structured families” 
and the absent father. These biographies do not culminate in the present. Instead, legislation and 
prison policy requires that they project a future for the imprisoned, considering their potential 
either to attain a life deemed resocialized, or to fall back into one understood as criminal. When 
this biography is attached to a particular case file such as a parole application, it transforms life 
both before and after prison into evidence, an object that may be interrogated in order to decide 
whether one will “progress” within the system or, alternatively, remain still. 
 But these two qualities also produce a particular force behind penal bureaucracy – its 
capacity to act as a conduit for suspicion, an epistemology that dominates progressive 
incarceration. This suspicion, paradoxically, begins with the demand for sincerity. In his work on 
the history of avowal as a religious and juridical form of veridiction, Foucault posits the 
centrality of the imperative that the law places on the accused person to account for herself with 
the demand: “tell me who you are” (2014: 227). Yet while Foucault’s analysis centers the 
criminal trial, there emerges after the sentencing, even when the “fact” of the crime appears 
settled, another paradoxical imperative – tell me who you will be. Thus, as anthropologist Rafael 
Godoi highlights, Brazil’s prison system requires a “combination of retrospective and 
prospective valuations” that look simultaneously towards the incarcerated person’s past and 
future, in order for any progress to occur (2017b: 393). But such valuations, I argue, can never be 
entirely believed except when they indict the incarcerated person, because the very framework of 
reform produces a system in which suspicion and paranoia can never be resolved but only 
transferred, almost inevitably onto the incarcerated person. 

This chapter emerges from my experience working as an intern within the Nucleus of the 
Penitentiary System, and particularly with the team of public defenders, paralegals, and interns 
responsible for Tobias Barreto. The Nucleus sits within the Department of Public Defense and is 
responsible for those already convicted within the criminal system and whose sentence includes 
imprisonment. The team working in Tobias Barreto, a semi-open prison, represented all those in 
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the prison who did not have private legal representation – around ninety percent of what was, 
during the time of my fieldwork, a prison population of almost two thousand. The Nucleus is 
also the only element of the state’s judiciary that works regularly within prison; neither public 
prosecutors nor judges or their clerks physically enter the institution. This work is unique to Rio 
de Janeiro as one of the only states in Brazil in which public defenders enter prison and speak 
directly with their clients.28 Given this unique role, I turn to public defenders to understand their 
attempts to produce, maintain, and oversee the immense bureaucratic flows that are necessary for 
progression. But in order to better understand the forms of paperwork, temporality, and 
knowledge that progression engenders, I turn first to the historical development of the 
progressive model itself, and particularly its emergence within a push towards a more “humane” 
prison. 
 
The Progress of Progress 

The idea of a progression – that is, of a path through incarceration guided by the gradual 
acquisition of benefits and a move to lower-security regimes – is often referred within 
criminology as the “British” model. Pentonville prison, opened in England in 1842, instituted a 
kind of basic model of progression by breaking up the uniform time of prison into differential 
regimes. Drawing on the model of absolute silence and collective labor built in Auburn, New 
York (Ignatieff 1975; cf. Foucault 1995), Pentonville employed forced labor, deliberately 
pointless and unproductive, and a regimented life programmed to the minute. But, as Ignatieff 
describes, it also created the first gradated model of imprisonment by isolating the newly-
incarcerated in solitary confinement before they joined the collective mass of the imprisoned. 
This was the first step towards a form of incarceration built around a gradual reintegration into 
the social body. Even this first step was remarkable for what it signified for the experience of 
incarceration. No longer a single block of time, a single sentence became a heterogeneous 
period, even within one prison. Time was no longer quite as fungible, one month in prison was 
not the same as any other, and each bent towards the moment of release through these gradual 
movement through stages. 
 At the same time, the British Captain Alexander Maconochie was developing what he 
termed the “mark system” in the penal colony of Norfolk Island, off the coast of Australia. 
Through this system, those on the island could move through five stages during their sentence, 
beginning with strict imprisonment, moving through gradated stages of movement, and 
culminating with a “ticket of leave on parole,” constituting a conditional pardon (Petersilia 
2003). Movement was predicated upon demonstration of good behavior and commendation for 
work; the incarcerated demonstrate “a willingness to accept society’s rules” (2003: 56). 
Maconochie introduced for the first time a kind of positive conditioning into regimes of 
punishment built around an arc of reformation. Maconochie hoped for a form of justice in which 
convictions were not defined by a specific length of time but rather were indeterminate sentences 
in which progression and release depended entirely upon an evaluation of the character of the 
imprisoned. This model became integrated within the prison system back in the metropole and 
was then taken up in other countries in Europe, and in the United States. 
 By this time, Brazil had already begun its own project of incarceration. The first prison in 
Latin America was proposed by the “Society for the Defense of Liberty and National 

 
28 For an analysis of the functioning of public defenders in São Paulo, for instance, see Godoi (2017b). 
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Independence of Rio de Janeiro” after the elaboration of the Brazilian Empire’s first criminal 
code in 1830. The society proposed a single institution to consolidate various houses of detention 
which held the indebted, the homeless, and enslaved Africans and their descendants. In a city that 
with a large Black majority at the time, the House of Correction was promulgated as a solution to 
the “insolence” of the enslaved and “free Africans” (“Africanos livres”) and their “disrespect” for 
the police, and to prevent an uprising through public association on the city streets (Araújo 2010: 
19; Jean 2017). As implied in the name, the House of Correction was to be a site of moral 
reform. But at this time, such reform was not built around any particular progressive movement 
within a sentence. 
 With the abolition of slavery and the end of the Empire in the late-nineteenth century, the 
new Brazilian republic formed an entirely new criminal code that expanded the range of laws 
that could be used against the nation’s emancipated poor and Black population. In particular, the 
code directly criminalized Afro-Brazilian cultural practices including capoeira, the “practice of 
spiritism, magic and sorcery […] to fascinate and subjugate public credulity.”29 These practices 
were also categorized in the code together with idleness, authorizing the imprisonment of any 
male not working, and mandating that they find work within fifteen days of release should they 
be convicted. The code also demonstrated the first steps towards progressive imprisonment, 
taken from examples in the North Atlantic. Article 50 stated that “those condemned to prison for 
a period exceeding six years and who have completed half of the sentence, demonstrating good 
behavior, may be transferred to an agricultural penitentiary, to complete the remainder of their 
punishment” (emphasis added). Agricultural penitentiaries of the time sat on the outskirts of 
major urban centers and were generally characterized by a more open regime, allowing for 
greater mobility than the cellular model in the House of Corrections. Recidivists, on the other 
hand, were to be sent to work in penal colonies on the nation’s frontiers or remote islands. 
 The following decades saw a series of laws that aimed to control the public sphere by 
criminalizing habitual drunkenness and “disorderly” behavior (Sepúlveda dos Santos 2006). 
Running alongside the expanding scope of corrections, progressive models also developed 
further, particularly in 1924 with a law that institutionalized parole for the first time in the nation. 
Known in Brazil as livramento condicional or “conditional freedom,” parole created an 
alternative pathway out of prison for the incarcerated “to stimulate the convicted to live honestly 
in liberty, reintegrating gradually into the society of free men, maintained by the fear of returning 
to prison.”30 “Wherever possible,” parole was to involve the “transfer of the parolee to a colony 
of free workers, where there might be given to him a lot of land, which he could acquire through 
a series of payments.” In practice, parole was far more available to white men who were 
commonly classified as well-behaved, while incarcerated Black men were more readily 
considered potential recidivists. This racialized split in the paths followed through the penal 
system is noted by historian Sepúlveda dos Santos, who documents such disparities in early-
twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro, where Black inmates served far longer sentences than their 
white counterparts, including imprisonment beyond the strict time of their sentence (2006). 
 As in Maconochie’s system, progression here relied on an analysis of good behavior. But 
1924 showed the first attempts to define and formalize such a nebulous concept through 
documentation, requiring a report, produced by the prison warden, attesting to: 

 
29 Penal Code (Decree Nº 847,October 11, 1890), Chapter 3, Article 157. 
30 Decree Nº 16,665 (May 6, 1924,)Article 6. 
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1. The peculiar circumstances leading to the penal infraction that may be of importance for 
the appreciation of the nature of the inmate. 
2. The character of the parolee, revealed through their history, as well as criminal practice, 
oriented by both the psychic and anthropological nature of the inmate (tendency to crime, 
brutal instincts, influence of their surrounds, customs, level of emotion, etc.) 
3. The behavior of the convicted in prison, their docility or rebellion in the face of discipline, 
aptitude for work and relations with companions and workers of the establishment. 
4. The affective relations of the convicted (family, friends, etc.); 
5. The economic, professional and intellectual situation of the inmate. 
6. Projects for after parole, particularly future vocation.31 

As we will see in the remainder of this chapter, these criteria show remarkable stability over the 
last century as determining factors for parole within Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. The third criterion 
gauges behavior as a question of relative docility or rebellion, centering compliance to 
institutional authority. But these measures also produce a stable narrative for reform. The ideal 
parolee must have been deviant but not incorrigibly so; they must show themselves to be both 
docile and plastic; and they must have a project, projecting this reformed self into a future social 
order. 
 These criteria also attest to the introduction of criminal anthropology into the penal system 
and a positivist drive to know the incarcerated person, to understand their nature. Positivism as a 
cohesive scientific and political movement was fundamental to the founding of the Brazilian 
Republic, as seen in the imprint of Comte on the nation’s flag orienting the state towards “order 
and progress.” Here the figure of Italian criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso cast a long 
shadow on the development of penal law in Brazil, through the dissemination of his work and 
through the work of his disciples in the country. Lombrosian positivism was a direct attack 
against the “liberalism” of penal codes that posited the individual as a self-sovereign legal agent 
universally endowed with rational will. Against this model, Lombroso had proposed the notion 
of various criminal “types” that placed the delinquent as further back along a trajectory of moral 
evolution tied to a grand narrative of civilization. The criminal was directly comparable to the 
primitive as an atavistic form of human life, relegated to the lower rungs of human development. 
The investigation of character was thus essential within a largely deterministic frame that found 
etiology of crime within distinct human types. 
 Within Brazil, the legal scholar Raimundo Nina Rodrigues and the prison reformer José 
Gabriel de Lemos Britto both helped to diffuse these ideas. Nina Rodrigues in particular was 
Lombroso’s principal proselytizer in the early years of the republic. Written in 1894, his book 
The Human Races and Penal Responsibility drew on Lombrosian anthropology and early 
treatises on Brazil’s racial order to consider whether criminal responsibility and freedom of 
action could be attributed to all within the republic. The author lamented that “Brazilian penal 
legislation, whether that be in the new code of the republic, or the old code of the empire, took as 
its base the spiritualized presumption of free will as a criterion of penal responsibility” (1894: 
13). He proposed a complete overhaul of penal law in Brazil in order to better reflect a 
“scientific” understanding of the human, including the insertion of medicine, and particularly 
“psychological exams,” to determine how the law might best treat the racially, and therefore 
morally, variegated population understood as criminal. Lemos Britto, by contrast, was more 
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selective in his adoption of a positivist approach and combined some elements of this 
classificatory schema with a profound stress on the idea of prison as a “process of cure” or 
regeneration whose time would vary depending on the individual, rather than the crime (1924). 
 Even as an openly Lombrosian criminal anthropology fell out of favor after the early 
twentieth century, the ideas of classification and treatment as central to the work of 
imprisonment continued to move forward in other registers. The study of bio-typology – the 
constitution, temperaments, and character of the particular criminal – came to supplant the notion 
of criminal types, particularly with its individualizing thrust (Bernadelli and Mendonça in 
Teixeira Dias 2011). As a result, psychiatry supplanted physiognomy as the measure of the 
delinquent. The psychiatrist Heitor Carrilho was a founding figure within this movement, and he 
campaigned for the creation of the “juridical asylum” in Rio de Janeiro destined for those who 
could not be considered criminally responsible on the basis of a temporary or permanent lack of 
conscious will. Carrilho understood the object of criminal psychiatry to be the personality of the 
criminal, as a kind of ancillary knowledge to that of the law. He also worked to codify an 
understanding of danger, describing the psychiatric expert as  

a sage and courageous investigator who, diving into the profound psychic mechanisms in 
service to the exact knowledge of the total personality of delinquents, informs Justice, with 
clarifying assurance, of the possibility of recidivism or the probable reactions of the 
personality that may damage social harmony (1948: 24). 

This concern with danger represents a relatively new element of the evaluation of the 
incarcerated brought in by psychology. Adding to an understanding of docility or rebellion, 
danger referred to the oppositional relationship between two objects, the individual and society, 
that were not previously central to questions of treatment or reform within Brazil. Juridical 
psychiatry makes the individual its object of study, but only in reference to society as an assumed 
moral-institutional order, one largely delineated along Durkheimian lines. Where Nina Rodrigues 
understood the crime in terms of a conflict between criminal “types” and civilizations, Carrilho 
developed a concern for danger as an individual quality that must be measured in order to 
determine punishment. 
 This evolution within the prison system finds resonance in the history laid out by Foucault in 
Europe. Foucault identifies an earlier date for the rise of the “dangerous” individual, closer to the 
beginning of the 19th century (1978). Foucault examines the insertion of psychiatry and expert 
knowledge as the figure of the criminal became central to legal inquiry to be assessed and 
evaluated. However, Foucault concentrates on the spectacle of the criminal trial, rather than 
penal law, referring to the legislation that governs the nature and forms of the criminal sentence.  
Furthermore, in the context of France and the development of French nationalism, the question 
of what, exactly, the criminal might be a danger to appears in Foucault’s narrative as having been 
resolved much earlier than in Brazil. For instance, it is certainly not a coincidence that where 
before penal reformers and legal scholars in Brazil understood the reform of the incarcerated in 
terms of regeneration or recuperation, it is only in the 1940s, as Heitor Carrilho was analyzing 
the question of danger, that the term resocialization began to appear in its place. It was only in 
this decade that a consensus emerged that it was indeed society that was at stake, constituting at 
once an object threatened by crime and a collective to which the imprisoned should aspire to 
rejoin through the means of an internal transformation. 
 In the realm of criminal law, these ideas of human nature and danger had little lasting 
impact. The 1940 criminal code, which remains in use today, was copied almost wholesale from 
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Fascist Italy’s 1930 criminal code, one which refused to align with either a liberal or positivist 
philosophy, but rather asserted the law’s sovereignty over the individual, regardless of how that 
individual was defined (Skinner 2011). In this code neither the universal legal subject nor the 
positivist evolutionary model found any explicit support – except perhaps indirectly, through the 
addition of a new criterion for parole: the “verification of the absence or end of danger.” In this 
one concession to a system of evaluation, proof of danger’s end had become central to early 
release. 
 Thus, it was in penal law, the demarcation of the rights of the imprisoned and the 
responsibilities of the state towards them, that the ideas of Lemos Britto, Nina Rodrigues and 
Heitor Carrilho had their most profound impact. In Brazil, the first law dedicated exclusively to 
regulating prison life across the nation came into effect in 1957. It is in this law that “psycho-
technics” became central to the functioning of punishment and release in the nation, through the 
mandate for the presence of psychiatrists and psychologists as part of prison administration. The 
law was also the first to guarantee social assistance to the incarcerated, and indeed to mandate it 
for all in prison beginning on the first day of their sentence. The first article also establishes as 
the norm for all prisons in the nation the “individualization of the penalty, such that each person 
sentenced, and their personality known, is given the adequate corresponding penitentiary 
treatment.”32 
 To summarize: between 1890 and 1957 we witness the expansion of a progressive model of 
prison and its gradual elaboration with the concepts of personality, danger, and expertise. 
Principally, this expansion thus did away with the notion of prison as a space in which time held 
equal weight, in which one day or month in prison was functionally the same as any other for 
any incarcerated person. As discussed briefly in Chapter 1, Italian criminologists Melossi and 
Pavarini have suggested that what was necessary for the development of the prison was the 
transformation of time into a standard unit of universal possession (1975). Progression and 
individualization undo this flat plane of time, and instead produce gradations, contours, and 
differential paths towards release. But this movement is built on the demand to classify and 
evaluate those in prison – a demand that necessitates an ever-growing bureaucracy through 
which such knowledge might be made and might circulate. 
 The history of legal reform is not the history of the experience of incarceration, nor of how 
prisons were actually administered. Guarantees in legislation regarding education, work, and 
treatment in preparation for an honest life were often never made available. The law often 
specified no sanctions for contravention. What the history outlined above attests to, instead, is 
threefold. First, it demonstrates the development of progression in Brazil as a model for 
understanding and coordinating punishment through the evolution of legal thought. Second, it 
testifies to the structuring effects of scientific racism in forming the basic concepts for knowing 
the incarcerated person – good behavior, danger, and the criminal biography – even when 
stripped of explicitly racial references in the law. Finally, it highlights the insertion of expert 
knowledge, first through psychiatry and then “psycho-technics,” as juridical actors who produce 
the incarcerated subject as an object of knowledge and as a form of evidence. 
 The 1984 Law of Penal Execution (known as the LEP), the largest and most comprehensive 
piece of legislation outlining the legal demands of the operation of Brazil’s prisons, is the 
outcome of this history. The law has been slightly altered in subsequent decades, but it remains 
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largely extant. From its first article, the LEP defines the objectives of penal execution as “the 
implementation of the disposition of the sentence or criminal decision, and the provision of 
conditions for the harmonious social integration of the convicted or the interned.” The first 
principle here, implementation, is technical; prisons shall carry out as sentence, with no reference 
to either punishment or justice. The second is reformative, striving for a reconciliation of those 
two units, individual and society, seen as in conflict, and between which punishment has 
produced a breach. Imprisonment is therefore both retrospective – the fulfillment of a sentence – 
and anticipatory – looking forward to this moment of integration.  

Brought into effect during Brazil’s transition to democracy in the 1980s, the law was imbued 
with a similar vein of “progressive” ideals focused on the guarantee of individual rights. But this 
liberalism was also fused with the classificatory regimes and ideals of the past. Once more, the 
LEP structured punishment around progression guided by the principle of individualization. As 
part of this plan, the LEP mandated the presence of psychologists, psychiatrists, and social 
workers in every prison in the nation. The insertion of these professions, collectively known as 
“technicians,” into the juridical machinery of prison guaranteed the presence (albeit limited) of a 
technocratic form of treatment and evaluation oriented towards resocialization. While each of 
these three professions differed slightly in their legal obligations, all were required to offer 
assistance to the incarcerated and prepare them for a life after prison. 
 In conjunction with the 1940 Penal Code, the LEP produced a model of progression that 
changed the contours of the path through prison in the country. Gradients were introduced 
between “closed,” “semi-open” and “open” models that distributed rights and responsibilities 
differentially among the imprisoned. For instance, those in a “semi-open” prison were 
guaranteed the right to study and work outside prison and to move more freely through the unit, 
while “closed” prisons were built on a cellular model and would offer only intra-mural education 
and work opportunities. Moving through these regimes offered an imprisoned person, at least 
according to the letter of the law, a gradual relaxation of punitive restrictions. None of these 
progressions was automatic, however. The LEP mandated a collection of evaluations of character 
to be undertaken by prison guards, “technicians,” and lawyers. In these measurements, the 
criteria for progress and parole do not diverge significantly from the 6-point program of the 
parole law of 1924. But unlike the earlier demand for a single report produced by the prison 
warden, the LEP demands the production, translation and circulation of these evaluations 
through an array of documents. 
 
Paper as a Sedative: The Work of Public Defenders 
 The two public defenders who worked in Tobias Barreto were Lívia and Ángela. I 
accompanied them over the course of a year as an intern, as they attended their roughly two-
thousand clients in Tobias Barreto. Tobias Barreto is a men’s prison unit that sits inside Rio’s 
famous Gericinó complex, more commonly known as Bangu. While in the Brazilian popular 
imagination Bangu often is understood as one gigantic prison, it is composed of thirteen different 
penitentiaries that collectively house almost two-thirds of the state’s prison population. The first 
prisons were constructed here in the 1940s and 1950s, nestled between a garbage dump and an 
ecological conservation area. But the complex gradually grew, including a period of massive 
expansion after the end of the military dictatorship with the closure of many other prisons – 
including two on a former prison island, and four that were demolished in the city center to make 
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way for housing developments. The gates to the complex are wide, and almost every morning are 
met with a line of visitors – in their vast majority Black women – waiting to see loved ones. 
 Driving into Bangu as a passenger of one of the two defenders, I would approach the gates 
from the opposite side and pass through quickly. Direct work inside prison was central to public 
defenders’ mission, and each defender would spend at least one day a week attending to their 
clients inside Tobias Barreto. On other days they would work from the central offices, filing 
petitions, attending family members of clients, and tracking the progress of cases. But on their 
days in Tobias Barreto, Lívia and Ángela would attend to between forty and sixty clients each, 
either on their own or together with a para-legal or intern. In order to manage the case load of 
approximately 900 people for each lawyer, they had developed a system of cycling through their 
clients during visits. As such, someone imprisoned in Tobias Barreto could reasonably expect to 
have contact with the public defender representing them once every four to six months. 
 Passing through the main gates of the complex, on occasion the security guards would ask 
for Lívia and Ángela’s identification and, even more rarely, those of their team, including myself. 
As we drove down the main thoroughfare of the complex, we were funneled through high 
concrete walls on both sides until we arrived at Tobias Barreto, where we would take out a 
suitcase from the trunk of the car and wheel it to the entrance. The first area was a security 
control point, in which we signed in, deposited our phones, and occasionally were asked to pass 
through a metal detector. Both Lívia and Ángela attempted to maintain good relations with 
security staff to avoid any conflicts while in prison, and they would always smile and joke with 
the guards on duty as they opened up a second set of gates and we walked into the main area of 
prison. In front of us stood a large football field, with several buildings housing the prison cells 
off to one side. We walked in the other direction, suitcase in tow to the administrative center of 
the prison, which housed the offices of guards, technicians, lawyers – and the classification 
office. This office constituted the central hub of all documentation. Here Lívia or Ángela would 
greet the officers cheerfully, open up their suitcase, and take out some of the large stack of papers 
that they had brought for the day. Handing them over, they would generally receive another stack 
in return, which they stored away before walking into the room reserved for public defenders’ 
work with their clients. 
 The room was small but always air-conditioned at full blast, a pocket of cold in a sweltering 
prison. Inside sat one large wooden desk and a stack of plastic tables which we arranged in a line 
so that everyone could work side by side. At the far end of the room was a window that was once 
painted over entirely in blue, but the paint had cracked and flaked off over the years, leaving only 
a few chips around the edges. A newspaper had been taped over one of the lower panes, but it 
had lost its stickiness and now waved slowly in the breeze made by the air conditioner. The room 
was white and clean, and as we worked the door to the hall was always open. The opposite wall 
was constructed as a lattice, and as the day passed the sun would shift and the crisscross shadow 
crept across the floor. There was enough space in this room for four people to sit on one side of 
the tables, while maybe six clients waited in line. The rest stood patiently outside, organized into 
distinct line by assistants selected from leaders of the faction. 
 One of the most direct impacts of the dramatic rise in Rio’s prison population is that it 
renders those in prison as a mass, a collective movement of people and bodies rather than a 
collection of individualized cases. Lawyers who had worked in the prison system for a longer 
time, such as Lívia, constantly lamented the loss of a kind of work established “before” the 
carceral buildup of 2012-2016; with far fewer cases to work with, they had the opportunity to 
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develop closer relations to their clients and keep track not just of impending petitions but of the 
people themselves. By 2017, however, this work more closely resembled a strict, logistical 
control of flows, a kind of industrialized production of progression. While paralegals and interns 
allowed for this workload to be distributed somewhat, in order to work through the number of 
clients assigned to be seen for the day, they had approximately five minutes to speak to the 
individual in front of them. Because of this, there existed an inherent tension in the demand to 
meet an enormous workload and the legal mandate that each incarcerated person be classified, 
evaluated, and treated, through an individualized program of progression. 
 The second tension was between public defenders and their clients. The public defense 
office is generally the only point of contact hat an imprisoned person in Rio has with the 
judiciary. As such, the meeting with the lawyer is a particularly fraught, anxious moment. Those 
in Tobias Barreto carried this anxiety on their faces and in their bodies, sitting nervously in their 
seats as they waited, looking around the office quickly. Few people are sentenced directly to a 
semi-open prison model; most enter Tobias Barreto after some months or years in a cellular 
“closed” prison. Often these people were close to the point of release as they waited for 
eligibility for parole, or occasionally house arrest. With such a small time frame to interact with 
lawyers, those in prison were often pressed to clarify any doubts about their sentence, check for 
errors, and above all, make sure that their cases were moving. 
 This anxiety was often a subject of joking among the public defense team, who saw it as 
symptomatic of an inflated image of the power of public defenders within a legal system and 
juridical culture that gave more weight to public prosecutors and punitivist judges. Yet it was 
also based on a well-founded mistrust on the part of the imprisoned of a system that produced 
errors and delays at every point in the process, a process in which they only had access during 
this time. Applications for progression are never automatic in Rio de Janeiro; they must be 
initiated by a lawyer. While the defense team adopted various measures to deal with the logistics 
of the flow of cases, deadlines were often missed, causing people to languish for months in 
prison until their case was found. Often criminal courts failed to send documents relating to a 
conviction over to the penal system, without which nothing could be done in terms of 
progression. Case files often contained significant errors in calculating the dates of eligibility for 
progression and parole which took weeks or months to correct. 
 The main risk, however, was that a case would simply sit still (“parado”) on a desk or a 
desktop somewhere in the juridical network. Those files, stagnating within the network that 
determined release, meant the stagnation of the person inside prison. A case must move, must 
itself progress (“andar”) in order to get anything done. And since the public defense team 
constituted this singular point of access, those five minutes represented the only feasible window 
for finding the case, for checking whether it was still or moving and, if possible, for jolting it 
back into circulation. Lívia and Ángela had developed an array of strategies to deal with their 
clients in order to minimize tension and to assure them that their cases were, indeed, moving – 
that they had not been lost in the system. Ángela self-consciously built a style of presentation 
and speech to denote professional authority, which allowed her to manage her time while 
conveying a kind of technocratic assurance wrapped in a language that was understandable but 
forceful. She would work quickly through the details of each client, noting important upcoming 
dates and highlighting what the defense team had already done. Lívia, by contrast, gave a little 
more time to each person. She would generally ask each client if they understood the terms she 
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was using and would rotate her laptop to give them a better view of the file she was working 
with, pointing with a pen to any instances of filed applications or protocoled petitions. 
 The most basic and important way of allaying the anxieties of the incarcerated, however, 
was paper. “Paper is the one thing that calms a prisoner,” Lívia told me one morning as we drove 
out to Bangu from the city center for the day’s work. “Prisoners just like to go to their cell after 
seeing us to read their papers and see what’s happening. It’s the kind of information we should be 
giving.” This is why Ángela and Lívia would print out several hundred pages of documents 
before any visit to prison. While some of these were for the classification office, the majority 
would be wheeled in inside a suitcase to be handed directly to clients. Generally, a representative 
chosen by the leaders of Tobias Barreto’s inmate organization (otherwise known as a “faction”) 
would hand these out to each person as they stood in line, and they would spend their time 
waiting by looking through these documents. The entire public defense team believed that many 
were unable to read or understand the details on these documents. But the very fact of having 
paper, of being given a file by the judiciary, was a sign that the case was moving, that they were 
not forgotten within the bureaucracy. 
 The paper that Lívia and Ángela passed on to their clients is known as the sentencing 
certificate (“atestado de pena”). The certificate begins with a slew of identifying information – 
name of the incarcerated person, names of both parents, their Brazilian identification numbers, 
and the protocol number assigned to them once they enter the prison system. The second section 
lists the current conviction(s) by name and the article of the criminal code in which they appear. 
It also includes a history of all movements through the prison system, from date of arrest to 
interment for pretrial detention, and date of conviction. But the main object of interest is the 
final section of the certificate – the calculation. When a judge passes a criminal sentence, this is 
within the minimum and maximum range proscribed by the criminal code. She generally begins 
with a base number which is then modified by a series of attenuating circumstances in a process 
known as dosimetria, the measurement of the dose. Once this date is set, the “calculation” marks 
the fractions of this entire sentence after which specific benefits become available. Fractions are 
often modified by two factors: whether the convicted is understood to be a recidivist – 
committing a crime within five years of release from a previous sentence; and whether the crime 
is considered “heinous,” which would increase the time needed to be served before progressing. 
In the case of a first offense non-heinous crime, for instance, one would be eligible for regime 
progression after serving one-sixth of a sentence, and for parole after one-third. Those convicted 
of a heinous crime, on the other hand, must serve at least three-fifths of a sentence to become 
eligible for parole. These fractions are automatically calculated on the basis of this initial 
sentence and cannot be modified, except to correct for human error. 
 The sentencing certificate lists this calculation as a series of dates. In doing so, it places the 
incarcerated person within a juridical timeline of progression. Calculation produces a schedule 
for possible release, generally much shorter than the entirety of the initial sentence. Along that 
path it also offers various concrete points that gradually relax confinement. Calculation is 
therefore a mathematical process of liberation that, in partitioning the future, produces an 
opening, a release from prison, tabulated and marked on the sentencing certificate. For those in 
Tobias Barreto, the date for parole was often only months away. The sentencing certificate lays 
out this timeline for lawyers and for the imprisoned as an official document, a tangible piece of 
evidence. As such, this piece of paper provides an assurance that an end to imprisonment exists, 
that it approaches with each passing day. 
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 The assurance marked on the certificate, however, is always suspect. Dates mark eligibility 
for progression, but they do not stipulate the exact time when someone might attain a transfer or 
release. While quick to incarcerate, the judiciary almost inevitably lags in granting these benefits. 
There is no requirement for either public prosecutors or judges to act upon these applications 
within a specific time frame; generally they take two months, although six is not uncommon, and 
in a few exceptional circumstances applications have taken a year to reach a decision. These 
delays can compound – eligibility for house arrest is calculated based on the date of the previous 
progression, so a delay in transferring from a closed to semi-open prison is passed on to the next 
application. And of course, no progression is automatic, and many are denied, for reasons I will 
discuss towards the end of this chapter. 
 In the face of these delays, Lívia and Ángela stressed that they were always working, that 
there was always something to be done. They also refused to give a time-frame, instead stating 
that their clients can expect news “soon.” In one instance, a man’s application for house arrest 
was initially accepted, but because of a miscalculation on the part of the penal court he was 
deemed ineligible at the last minute. When looking over the public defense’s file on him, Ángela 
identified the problem – “there’s been an error.” Without giving him the space to reply, she 
immediately followed by saying that she was working on a solution. By giving her client the 
minimal amount of information and following it with this assurance, she aimed to mitigate any 
feeling of despair, as well as any conflict between the man and herself. Nevertheless, he became 
increasingly agitated, saying “shit, it’s been four months since I’ve been eligible.” “Soon,” 
Ángela replied. The error itself, however, meant that she would need to begin again with the 
entire application – soon probably meant at least two or three months. 
 Lívia also used the strategy of explaining the next course of action before giving her clients 
a chance to respond. On another occasion, a “miscalculation” had resulted in favor of the 
imprisoned man, who was expecting to be eligible for parole soon. However, this had been 
discovered and corrected by the penal court, pushing back the man’s eligibility by several 
months. When the man asked why his sentencing certificate had changed, Lívia gave a brief 
summary of this correction, but then immediately jumped to the next course of action: “I’ve 
already requested another modification to move the date forward.” This request was an almost 
always unsuccessful petition to convince a judge to change the starting date from which 
progression was calculated. But what was important for the public defenders in this case, as in 
the previous one, is that something is always being done. In doing this work of cultivating a 
specific disposition for their clients, a petition’s movement, or at least the sensation of its 
movement, was critical. This momentum is part of what propels a case forward. 
 
Good Behavior 
 In the discourse of penal law, calculation constitutes an “objective” criterion for release. The 
length of the sentence and its subsequent division into dates of progression and parole are 
established juridical facts. The stacks of paper piled into the suitcase bring these objective facts 
into Tobias Barreto. But this is just one criterion to attain progress. Alongside the calculation, 
one must also qualify for the “subjective” prerequisites for release – subjective in that they are 
based on interpersonal assessments of the imprisoned, which are translated into evidence through 
a chain of actors and documents. The first of these is the Transcript of Disciplinary Record. This 
document is generated by the prison administration and is available to the public defense, public 
prosecutors, and judges. 
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 The Transcript of Disciplinary Record, like the sentencing certificate, begins with the name 
of the incarcerated person, the names of parents, and the same government and prison 
identification numbers. Its main purpose, however, is to measure and justify behavior while in 
the prison system. As seen earlier in this chapter, the idea of good behavior was a main factor in 
release since the early twentieth century in Brazil. What that actually signified, or how it might 
be measured, however, has shifted significantly. Within the transcript, behavior appears as a 
regimented scale. The scale classifies all in the prison system within one of five groups – bad; 
neutral; good; excellent; and optimal. But the only way to climb this behavioral ladder is to do 
nothing. For every six months that pass without incident during the sentence, the incarcerated 
person climbs one rung higher on the scale. While in prison, there is no concrete benefit for a 
rating higher than “good.” However, when the transcript passes through the hands of the 
judiciary as part of an application for progression, it becomes an important element in the 
prosecutor’s opinion and the judge’s final decision. 
 The only movement that an incarcerated person can actively propel along this scale is 
downward. Prison officials follow state and federal law in dividing “infractions” into three 
grades – light, medium, and serious. In practice, virtually all infractions are listed as serious. 
“You cough loudly during the count,” Ángela once told me, “and they’ll write you up for a 
serious infraction.” This wasn’t an exaggeration, but rather a reference to a specific case she had 
seen that day. Initially, these write-ups were part of the individualized plan of treatment and 
required a small tribunal with the participation of the prison’s social worker and psychologist. 
With the growth of the prison system, however, prison guards now decide on almost all cases and 
send prefilled forms for technicians to sign. 
 These infractions and the transcript that lists them are significant because in all other areas 
prison staff have no capacity to make decisions on progression or release. Their role is generally 
circumscribed to custody, security and treatment – it is the penal judge that decides on questions 
of regime progression and parole. However, the use of infractions represents a direct model of 
control over progression. A “serious” infraction automatically demotes a person’s behavioral 
classification to “bad,” the lowest on the scale. Eligibility for a whole series of rights including 
progression, but also including education within prison schools or work, depends on “good” 
behavior or better – two rungs higher. Because of this, an infraction can make someone ineligible 
for progression for a year. This included one case in which a man who had recently transferred to 
Tobias Barreto was marked as absent in his former prison, since the records were not updated 
quickly enough; despite appealing, he was awarded a serious infraction and listed as having 
“bad” behavior, cutting him off from any further benefits. 
 Aside from this direct demotion, an infraction is also permanently recorded on the transcript. 
As a document, the transcript is generated within prison, but public defenders also carry it to 
their office to scan and upload for access to all court actors. What it actually represents, however, 
is murky. When a physical fight with a guard, a loud cough, an attempted escape, or a logistical 
error by prison officials are all translated into serious infractions, behavior cannot index some 
positive relationship with institutional authority. Instead, it becomes a tool to be used at any point 
by those in the prison administration to impede progression. Yet the transcript renders this as a 
subjective quality of the incarcerated, and it is interpreted as evidence for some in/capacity for 
good behavior upon release as it moves into the hands of public prosecutors and judges. 
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The Criminological Exam 
 In contrast to the Transcript of Disciplinary Record, the Criminological Exam makes the 
question of future behavior explicit. The exam is a series of three reports, one from each of the 
technicians – psychiatrist, psychologist, and social worker – that builds a “psycho-social profile” 
of the incarcerated person. According to the Law of Penal Execution, this exam was to be used 
“in the procurement of revealing data regarding the personality” of the convicted. One of the 
main proponents of the exam during the formulation of the law was Álvaro Mayrink da Costa, a 
magistrate who had previously worked as both a criminal lawyer and a prison warden in Rio de 
Janeiro. In his doctoral dissertation, Mayrink da Costa argued that by the exam would allow for 
the proper individualization of punishment that might treat criminal anti-sociality. Through the 
exam, the penal judge might 

have as a responsibility, within the judicial functioning, the investigation of the biological 
constitution of the delinquent, their psychological reality and their social conditioning […] 
which will allow for the application of appropriate measures concerning their personality, 
thereby rescuing the principle of the legality and the dignity of the human being (1972: 26). 

In this work Mayrink da Costa echoed the same language of Lemos Britto, who saw the insertion 
of the scientific method into imprisonment as the only way to produce a more humane prison. 
Dividing criminal law into the “scientific” study of criminality and the “legal” study of the 
crime, he attested that only this knowledge of criminality would result in any kind of prevention 
of criminal behavior and recidivism. Part diagnosis, part prognosis, the exam would provide a 
forecast of one’s future “evolution within the social grouping” (1972: 233). 
 According to the Brazilian Supreme Court’s interpretation of the LEP, 33 the Criminological 
Exam is not a mandatory procedure for all applying for regime progression or parole, and in 
most states it is not regularly used.  Rio de Janeiro, by contrast, maintained the Criminological 
Exam as standard practice, particularly in the case of applications for parole and house arrest. 
Almost all incarcerated people applying for these measures during my fieldwork were required 
to undergo this series of interviews. After each was finished, the reports would be sent to public 
defenders. The team would collate these exams, scan them, and send them together with other 
material to the Public Prosecutor’s office. The exams, however, constituted yet another delay in 
the proceedings. Despite years of a carceral buildup, the state prison administration has not hired 
any new technicians on a permanent basis since 1999. In 2017 the prison system of the entire 
state relied on fifty-seven psychologists, seventy social workers, and fifteen psychiatrists. Today 
there are fewer. 
 The nature of the exam reflects both the huge level of demand and the small number of 
qualified professionals to undertake it. Psychiatrists often used the exam as a diagnostic tool and 
attempted to identify any “psychiatric disturbances” that may require a treatment program, 
whether in or out of prison. But with even less employed psychiatrists than the other professions, 
they had a far greater burden of cases to work through. Tobias Barreto, for instance, had no 
dedicated prison psychiatrist. On my first day working as an intern, however, one appeared late 
in the morning – he had three hundred pending exams to work through that day. To get through 
that workload, he would have needed to conduct one exam per minute. With the personal details 
of each interviewee prefilled on each form, his exam was reduced to ticking one of two boxes; 
one of which confirmed that the person demonstrated “conditions for living within the social 

 
33 Pronouncement Nº 439 of the Supreme Justice Tribunal (published May 13, 2010). 
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environment,” the other testifying that they had symptoms of some “psychiatric trouble” that 
might be an impediment to this conviviality. The exam was thus reduced to a tick and a 
signature. 
 The interviews by psychologists and social workers were generally longer; most 
interviewers reported to me that they lasted for twenty to thirty minutes, on average. While the 
two professions approached the report with different professional backgrounds, they both 
generally follow a life-history approach, building a biography that might explain both the crime 
and any subsequent move away from it. This interview inevitably leads to the future, asking 
about projects after release. How was your childhood? Is this your first stint in prison? Then 
what happened? What was your motive? Have you been going to school in here? What about 
when you get out? And where will you live? These questions are all framed around narratives of 
crime, punishment, and reform that correlate strongly to the six-point criteria for release 
introduced in 1924. 
 It is important to note that in most cases, the interviewer aims to produce an exam that 
would be favorable to the incarcerated person. While there are exceptions, most of those who 
work in these professions, under the broader umbrella of “treatment” workers, understand 
themselves as allies of the incarcerated and as working in opposition to the custodial imperatives 
of the institution, and particularly the guards.34 Their explicit aim is often to provide a 
sympathetic portrait of their clients in order to humanize them, and particularly to counteract any 
notion of danger, at least within the constraints of time and form. But this defense often consists 
in reproducing standard tropes of “unstable” family life and childhood neglect, along with 
repentance and an aptitude for future work, as the only possible counter-narrative.  
 In his examination of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Alan Feldman 
points to the institutional pressures that shape the production of biographical narratives. In the 
case of his fieldwork, biography became a tool for the exposure of human rights violation 
through the witnesses who testified to the commission. Yet the witness is forced into a providing 
a “linear history” subordinate to state-based forms of verification and authentication in order to 
translate experiences of apartheid into “juridical and emotive currency” (2004: 167). Feldman 
contends that biography does not simply tell history; it is part of a history itself, one of the 
development of certain kinds of knowing, certain understandings of justice, that in focusing on 
the individual leave out collective experiences of suffering and often the blurred lines between 
victims and perpetrators in favor of therapeutic narratives of violence, testimony, and finally 
closure. 
 Like the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the biography sketched through the 
Criminological Exam in Brazil is part of a juridical institution that demands the constant 
reproduction of narratives of resocialization in order to reproduce itself. This biography is not 
given from the subject position of the victim, nor of the witness, but rather the perpetrator. Yet it 
is equally as rigid in following a line of questioning oriented towards the reproduction of a story 
of a dysfunctional childhood, insertion into criminal activity, imprisonment, and finally an 
internal transformation that leads to a search for a different life. A former prison psychologist and 
current professor at the Universidade Federal Fluminense, Cristina Rauter, conducted an analysis 

 
34 This division between custody and treatment as the basis for technicians’ conception of their role within the prison 
system strongly correlates to a similar phenomenon by mental health workers in a Washington supermax prison, as 
described by anthropologist Lorna Rhodes (2004). 
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of 120 reports produced through Criminological Exams. Here she argues that the format of the 
exam rests upon a kind of deterministic logic in which a troubled childhood and the impacts of a 
defective “subculture” that emanates from “problematic” territories, particularly the favelas and 
the country’s northeast, provides sufficient explanation for a criminal “trajectory.” As it produces 
this narration, it also reinstantiates a vision of Justice as an “apolitical regulator of social order,” 
de-politicizing the role both of the judge and of the interviewer and their “domination and 
control over poor populations” (1993: 102). 
 While Rauter understands the Criminological Exam through urban poverty and class-based 
violence, it is important to highlight the racialized nature of the discourse produced through the 
exam. When reports locate the cause of delinquency in a particular life story, they displace 
criminal agency from the imprisoned interviewee and onto their supposedly pathological family 
and community, both of which are implicitly coded as Black. The geographies of the favela and 
the Northeast are heavily marked as Black spaces in in Rio de Janeiro and in Brazil more 
generally. To mark such territories as pathological is to place them in opposition to white social 
norms, and to understand this difference as criminal. In particular, the questioning of family life 
and the search for “de-structured families,” particularly through the figure of the absent father, 
condemns Black Brazilians whose structured of kinship, products of state-sponsored violence, 
are assumed as criminogenic. What does not appear in the Exam, however, is the fact that the 
criminalization of Black Brazilians in general, and incarceration specifically, are what produce 
the figure of the absent father. The Criminological Exam does not stop at the present but rather 
works towards a narrative of “overcoming” these obstacles in order to achieve a resocialization 
largely focused on formal employment and the reconstruction of the nuclear family. As such, it 
judges interviewees based on their apparent capacity to aspire for norms of social life that have 
historically been the reserve of white and middle-class Brazilians, and largely remain so in the 
present. 
 
The Problem with “Try” 
 Given the time constraints produced by the sheer demand for exams, interviewers have little 
room to explore in greater detail the specifics of either past or future. The result is a more or less 
formulaic construction of a life history that repeats itself without major variations across most 
interviewees. That biography also creates specific demand for both interviewers and the 
imprisoned to speak and write the exam in certain ways. As such, when noting an upcoming 
Criminological Exam, Lívia and her paralegal would both provide some brief training on how to 
respond to questions, reminding their clients to always speak positively about their hopes for the 
future, and offering them specific talking points – above all, prospects for employment. 
Occasionally, however, prison workers can be surprised by the unwanted reactions to their 
formulaic representations. Marina, a psychologist from another prison, stated that during a 
meeting in the mid-2000s of prison psychologists she discovered that public prosecutors and 
judges took issue with the use of the word ansioso, meaning anxious or eager. To be ansioso for 
something, including release, apparently began to signify a lack of dedication, or a certain 
passivity. Following the meeting, Marina and other psychologists thereby began removing 
ansioso from any of their reports when undertaking exams for regime progression. 
 Similarly, when noting an upcoming Criminological Exam, Lívia and Ángela would provide 
some brief training on responses, reminding their clients to always speak positively about their 
hopes for the future, and offering specific talking points – above all, prospects for work – that 
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might help them in the exam. Lívia, for instance, would often tell her clients to never use the 
word try. The reason for this was that one of the two psychologists stationed at Tobias Barreto 
would consistently pick up on that language and highlight it negatively in her report. An example 
of this can be seen in the following report,35 which begins with the name of the interviewee and 
his parents, and then continues: 
 

Name of the Solicitation: Progression 
Age: 26 
Education: Secondary (incomplete) 
 
Familiar/Affective Aspects: Was raised by mother and father. Has five siblings. Stable 
family relationships. Receives visits from his mother and sister. 
 
Perception and Motivation for the Crime: Convicted under articles 57 and 123. First 
offense. He has already served two years and eight months. The inmate reports that he 
committed those crimes as a result of his getting involved with “bad company” (sic).36 He 
denies the use of drugs. 
 
Carceral Comportment: Good. The inmate says that he spends his free time playing 
football. He does not work or study in prison. 
 
Perspective for the Future: He aims to “try” to change his life (sic). He will return to the 
house of his mother. The inmate has still not thought of what he will do when he leaves 
prison. 

 
It is vital to consider this report’s alternation between direct quotations and indirect reported 

speech. Anthropologist Matthew Hull has drawn on the work of linguists Bakhtin and Volosinov 
to highlight how any act of reported speech, in which one references the speech of another, sits 
on a spectrum between verbatim quotation and a looser or pictorial description of what was said 
(2012; cf. Bakhtin 2004). Hull extends this argument to the arena of bureaucracy to demonstrate 
that manipulating the level of direct or indirect reported speech alters the author’s relationship 
with speech being cited in order to position it as more or less involved with the author’s own 
intent. To use a direct quotation, for instance, separates the voice of the person who spoke it from 
that of the author who later recounts it. A more indirect style, by contrast, produces a greater 
mixture between the two voices. What is notable in the above report is that the psychologist has 
clearly altered between these two poles of reported speech in order to both maintain the 
technocratic authority of the interviewer and, occasionally, to incriminate the interviewee. Where 
the psychologist paraphrases the interviewee, the words more closely resemble her own 
professional judgment. It even becomes unclear to what extent some phrases represent the 
interviewee’s responses or the psychologist’s interpretation of them. By contrast, she switches to 

 
35 I have created this report as a composite of various reports I had access to over my research in order to preserve 
the anonymity of interviewees. There is generally very little variation between reports in terms of structure and 
content, although they may be slightly longer than this example. 
36 Please note that this use of (sic) appears within the report itself. 



 

 

51 
direct quotation in order to raise suspicion, to seal off the interviewee’s words from her own 
authority. The two uses of “(sic)” further reinforce this distance; in both places where the term 
appears, the term is used to reinforce that the word or phrase is a direct quotation. Through this 
symbol, the interviewer casts doubt on responses that otherwise would benefit the interviewee by 
refusing to invest her own professional authority in them. In the above report, the interviewee 
reduces his responsibility for the crime, and announces that he will attempt to find work. But the 
(sic) condemns him, because the report deliberately traps these words inside the voice of a 
convicted criminal. No such quarantine is needed for “The inmate has still not thought of what 
he will do when he leaves prison” because, as a statement that may do harm to the imprisoned, 
its truth value is never under question – even if it is contradicted by the declared interest in 
finding employment. 
 Underlying this style is the assumption that someone in prison is inherently untrustworthy 
and performs specific attitudes and dispositions in order to secure release. That is, their 
presentation of themselves is read as a particular instrumental strategy for leaving prison. The 
psychologist positions reported speech in a certain way in order to read against it, to leave space 
for a counter-reading that runs against the content of the speech conveyed to her. In Tobias 
Barreto, one of these counter-readings is the word “tentar” or “try.” To put it simply, there is a 
world of difference between trying to change your life on the one hand, and “trying” to change 
your life (sic) on the other. The second casts doubt either onto the incarcerated person’s capacity 
to succeed or the sincerity of the statement itself. As I have mentioned, this resulted in Lívia 
training her clients to never try, but only do. In doing so, she pushes them to already have a 
future rather than to attempt to make one. They should claim that they already have a job lined 
up before they leave, a place to stay, a family to find support. To try to find work is in itself more 
descriptive of what people leaving prison actually do, particularly in a context of widespread 
unemployment and an economic recession. That reality must be suspended at the moment of the 
exam which, by extracting a biography, forces a very particular narrative of what a resocialized 
person should sound like. Yet by forcing this suspension of reality, both Lívia and the 
psychologist reinforce the notion of the exam as a performance along a strict line of conventions; 
they thus reproduce this suspicion, and the impulse to expose the underlying criminal intentions 
of the speech act. The imprisoned seem to always lose in this game of bad faith, since they can 
only be read as sincere when they act against their own interests – that is, when they incriminate 
themselves. An interviewee who says they will return to a life of crime is understood as always 
sincere; one who says they have changed their lives is never free of doubt. This suspicion 
operates throughout the justice system; confession is constantly demanded of the imprisoned 
person, before, during, and after the moment of conviction. Yet that very confession is never 
believable because of the assumption that the sole aim of the incarcerated person is to leave 
prison, and that any other motivation for that person to speak of themselves can be interpreted as 
an instrument towards that purpose. 

Those who carry out the exam are aware of the conflicts it creates in terms of their own 
professional ethics and their standing within the prison administration’s hierarchy. In early 2010, 
Rio de Janeiro's Association of Psychologists published a decree stating (1) that the aims of the 
Criminological Exam contradicted professional ethics; (2) that the exam itself was not only 
unconstitutional but in fact was effectively abolished by legislation introduced in 2003; (3) that 
psychology did not provide the expertise to judge any individual's risk of recidivism or capacity 
for resocialization; and (4), therefore, that psychologists should refuse to undertake the 
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Criminological Exam within the prison system. As a response, Rio de Janeiro’s prison 
administration issued its own decree, stating that those psychologists who refuse to undertake the 
exam would be themselves arrested.  
 While this proclamation successfully forced psychologists to continue undertaking the exam, 
it did not shift the opinion regarding its use. As a result, many psychologists and social workers 
end all reports with the same phrase: “This report was produced from a twenty minute interview. 
I have no means of evaluating this inmate’s risk to society or the probability of their recidivism.” 
The phrase served two functions. First, it serves as a direct protest against the obligation to 
undertake the exam and a critique of its function that would circulate, together with the 
document, through the circuits of the penal courts. Second, it mitigates the liability of the 
interviewer. In cases where someone released on parole or house arrest committed a high-profile 
crime after release, journalists often interrogate the judge who granted parole to request a 
justification for why the person was released.37 Judges have often referred to the Criminological 
Exam and to the supposed expertise of interviewers in their decisions, effectively shifting the 
responsibility to them. In these cases, the Criminological Exam functions to produce a chain of 
reported speech acts – from the imprisoned person to the “technician,” to the judge, and finally to 
the journalist. At each point in which reported speech is produced, the responsibility for the 
production of this faulty piece of evidence shifts. The only actor within this chain who is unable 
to perform this shift is, obviously, the incarcerated person. In the context of the interview, they 
can, and indeed must, speak only for themselves, for there is no other object being produced here 
as evidence.  
 Despite the contortions of the Criminological Exam from the pressures of prison 
overcrowding and a reduction of technicians, the document remains the only substantive space in 
which the subject of the imprisoned person becomes part of a circuitry of evidence that might 
secure or deny their release. Halfway through my fieldwork, however, public defenders instituted 
a new policy under which public defenders would never request the exam. Previously, the tactic 
of requesting exams from all incarcerated people was seen as a preemptive strategy that would 
save time, since if public defenders did not request these interviews, penal judges inevitably 
would. By initiating the process earlier, defenders hoped to reduce the delay. The cumulative 
result of this policy, however, was a huge backload of exams, to the extent that in the beginning 
of 2017 almost half of all those incarcerated in Tobias Barreto were awaiting their exams. After 
drawn-out discussions with the penal courts and a non-binding agreement that would limit the 
need for exams to specific cases, defenders began this process of refusing to request them.  
 Within months, the effect of this shift became clearly felt, and backlogs began to clear, 
meaning those few cases in which judges requested exams did not face months-long delays. But 
the more immediate result was an upsurge in tensions between public defenders and incarcerated 
people. “We don’t ask for the exam anymore,” Lívia and Ángela would tell their clients dozens 
of times over the day. But for those in prison, this shift appeared initially as a loss of control over 
the process, another sign of stagnation, and a reduced grip on their own cases. Most men began 
asking questions, suggesting that the team might reconsider in their case. Some began arguing. 
Lívia, Ángela, and their team repeated the explanation of this shift to those who came to see 
them and requested that the leaders among the incarcerated in Tobias Barreto disseminate this 
more widely. But it took months before this added sense of agitation receded. Even during this 

 
37 For an analogous process in the United States, see Williams (2017). 
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time, judges began to renege on the accord with public defenders and returned to requesting 
exams for an ever-widening scope of the prison population. 
 After the defense team attended to the sixty-or-so clients for the day, we would stack the 
plastic tables on each other, throw out any stray pieces of paper, and pass through the 
classification office once more to pick up the completed Criminological Exams along with any 
other documents that public defenders needed for their work. Packing these into small suitcases, 
Lívia and Ángela wheeled them back out into the car and either took them home or directly to 
the central office of the nucleus in the city center. There the team would generate protocol 
numbers for individual applications, and the files would be scanned and sent off for the public 
prosecutors to offer their opinion, before arriving at the offices of penal judges for deliberation. 
The documents in that suitcase, constituting the file self of the incarcerated, are responsible for 
delineating the incarcerated person as a legible object to be apprehended, and intervened upon, 
by the judiciary. As they move along these bureaucratic paths, however, the imprisoned returned 
to their cells. The moment in which the judiciary “encounters” the imprisoned through these 
documents is precisely the moment in which they are most distant from the subject they 
purportedly represent. 
 
Conclusion: Files, Futures, and the Unforeseeable 
 During my fieldwork, I conducted a series of short interviews with people in their first visit 
to the parole office, generally within ten days of release. One of the common threads narrated by 
those interviewed was losing documents through their arrest and imprisonment. In many of these 
cases, police literally tore up their documents at the moment of arrest. A practice that appears to 
date back at least to the dictatorship era of the 1970s, the destruction of documents signified the 
end of citizenship, a kind of death of legal personhood as the person entered into the criminal 
justice system. More commonly, police would apprehend the documents and they would simply 
become “lost.” Others, still, had no documents to begin with – some people enter Rio’s prisons 
without a birth certificate. These people specifically do not have sufficient legal personhood to 
claim rights including voting, healthcare, and education; they have enough, however, to be 
imprisoned. 
 Whatever the case, imprisonment in Rio de Janeiro is often marked by de-documentation, a 
loss of juridical and civic identity far beyond that proscribed by the sentence. The files that 
circulate inside prison – the TFD, the sentencing certificate, the Criminological Exam – often 
offer the most concrete form of evidence and testament to a person’s existence. When Lívia and 
Ángela enter prison, they bring in the “objective” facts of the sentence, printed out and bundled 
together, stacked within a small suitcase that rolls through the walls and security checkpoints. 
When they leave, they take the “subjective” criteria – the TFDs and Criminological Exams – in 
the same suitcase. In doing so, they continuously work to relay the existence and status of those 
in prison to the courts outside. To have a file lost, or to have it sit still, is not simply a logistical 
question. It represents a seizure of juridical personhood, as someone ceases to exist in any 
meaningful way as both an object of the law and a subject of rights. These documents, each in 
different ways, tether that identity to a future, both as a promise for a kind of “restored” 
citizenship, and as an object to be interrogated, evaluated, and measured out. In doing so, they 
form the backbone not just of a progressive model of imprisonment, but of the very experience 
of confinement and the moral and legal structures that allow workers and the incarcerated alike 
to make sense of it. 
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 At the same time, the “person” held within these files is precariously thin. What is able to be 
translated onto paper is the result of the conventions of form and the constraints of its 
production. As a result, the file self of the imprisoned person can only speak to so much; what 
falls outside its protocols simply ceases to exist in the translation of person to file. Ángela often 
spoke about the difficulties of working with people who she saw face to face, who she knew as 
good people, having their parole rejected by someone who had never seen them. This was also 
obvious to those in prison – one of Ángela’s clients, for instance, had his parole application 
denied, a decision which Ángela was in the process of appealing. When she spoke about the case 
with him, he became outraged, saying “but my resocialization is transparent!.” The man had been 
granted periodic family visits two years ago; he worked in one of the very few official jobs 
offered for those in prison; and he completed the university entrance exams and had received an 
offer to study at a federal university (an offer which would expire if he was not released). Yet 
while he presented himself to Ángela as a model candidate, the facts attesting to his 
resocialization did not survive their translation onto paper. 
 While the conditions of my work with public defenders never allowed me to follow the 
entire process of a parole application, for this man or any other, the documentation for other 
denied parole applications suggest that this juridical reasoning was commonplace. The 
deliberation processes of the penal court is protected from public scrutiny, but in every 
application a judge interprets the confluence of documents that arrive on her desk to produce 
another file – one which furnishes and justifies a decision. These files are written in the 
illustrious language of the law and ostensibly outline the factors that justified the choice to 
approve or deny parole. Much of the language produced in these decisions is pro forma; for 
instance, they inevitably begin with an homage to penal law itself, which can be seen from a 
decision given in December 2016: 

Wisely, the penal sentence has as its preciput objective, beyond the character of general 
prevention and repression of the practice of crimes, the resocialization of the individual, 
aiming to make them apt for conviviality within society, dissuading them of the practice of 
pernicious conduct […] There is no other reason why the Law of Penal Execution has 
adopted the system of progression, which shows favor to the convicted who demonstrates 
good carceral behavior, inserting them in a less rigorous regime.38 

Judges will often accept requests for parole, house arrest, and other “benefits”; in most cases, 
those in prison are able to obtain these upon their first request. Rejections are still commonplace, 
however. And one of the principal justifications provided for the denial of parole, in particular, is 
not any evidence of poor character or behavior but rather the lack of any evidence whatsoever, 
phrased in decisions as “the absence of the authorizing subjective requirements for the 
concession of benefits, from article 83, number III, of the penal code.” The TFD and 
Criminological Exam simply do not provide enough information in many cases to demonstrate 
release. The file self is not enough of a person. 
 Despite this, such files offer the only hope of a legal release. When pending applications pile 
up, thousands of people in Rio’s prison system are left in prison, their cases stagnating. The most 
important example of this was in 2016, during the beginning of my fieldwork. In an effort to 
modernize the processing system for cases, the judiciary began a digitization process in which 

 
38 After working through various theoretical deliberations on the nature of parole and progression, the decision 
ultimately denied parole for this applicant as well. 
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older paper records were to be replaced by an electronic system known as PROJUDI. This shift, 
it was promised, would revolutionize work done by juridical actors in the prison system, 
speeding up and automating various aspects of applications and deliberation. No longer would 
files become lost; no longer would the movement of documents between offices weigh down 
cases; no longer would lawyers be able to shift their cases to the top of the pile through bribery. 
Instead, PROJUDI promised swift, efficient justice. 
 The transitional period, however, was a disaster. In the middle of digitizing efforts thousands 
upon thousands of documents became lost, or otherwise unavailable. It became impossible for 
both public defenders and public prosecutors to access critical files, including TFDs. 
Applications stagnated, and when physical files were removed to be digitized it was difficult to 
determine where exactly they were located, and how they could be made to move again. In the 
absence of critical information to make decisions regarding progression the public prosecutors 
almost always recommended against parole, and judges generally concurred. Over the year-long 
transition a massive buildup of unresolved applications was created, while those that made it 
through were largely denied. The prison population swelled. 
 The digitization process was largely complete by the final months of 2016, and public 
defenders breathed a sigh of relief that cases finally seemed to start moving again. But the 
backlog remained. One of the measures they took to force the issue was to send a “collective 
habeas corpus” to Brasília. This measure required all public defenders to identify those in their 
respective prisons who had been waiting for progression for a number of months. The office 
aimed to gather one thousand individual cases to send to the federal Ministry of Justice as a tool 
to force the hand of state courts to find a method of dealing with those in prison. Each lawyer 
was given a stack of forms and a request to find at least forty cases of unreasonable delays in 
case files. Each form was identical, with blank spaces only for the name of the incarcerated 
person, their signature, and the date. Based on a requirement in the Brazilian constitution of 
“reasonable duration of process,” the idea was to amass a group of cases demonstrating a 
systemic breach of this right. On the front page of each of these forms was a quote from Psalms 
40: “I waited patiently for the Lord / He turned to me and heard my cry.” 
 Over a few weeks Lívia, Ángela and their team worked through these forms. As they did so, 
problems of the necessary threshold to qualify for this application emerged. What cases 
warranted the complaint? One man had been eligible for house arrest for eight months; Ángela 
sat down with him and looked over his sentencing certificate, cross-checking the data with her 
own personal file on his case. At first she told him “We’re going to send your case to Brasília,” 
but then she discovered that his family had only handed over the necessary documents a little 
over a month prior. The man, however, became extremely agitated. Again and again he asked 
Ángela, “When am I going to leave? When can I get out?.” Ángela always deflected these 
questions to avoid any outrage should a predicted date pass by with no news. But as the man 
insisted, she sighed a little and said “I don’t know how to predict the future. Nobody knows!.” 
Eventually she gave him the form and asked him to write his name, sign and date it. He wanted 
to know how the document would get there “How will it arrive in Brasilia? Is it going by car or 
by the mail?.” She responded, “It’s traveling by air.” Once the man left the room, Ángela passed 
the file to one of her interns and asked him to tear it. He ripped it straight down the middle of the 
page. That way Ángela would know not to include it in the pile of other cases when it would be 
sent off. “I just did it to calm him down” she explained to me. Soon, the ripped file was buried 
under other cases for the day. 
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 How might we consider the tear in this document, especially in contrast to the ritual 
performance of police ripping up someone’s identification at the moment of arrest? In the case of 
Ángela, the file was produced in front of the person to whom it referred as a promise of juridical 
visibility and the movement of a case, only to be unmade after he left. The act of police ripping 
up documents, by contrast, performs the undoing of citizenship in front of the arrested person. 
What those two moments hold in common, however, is the reinscription of the powerlessness 
that someone within the justice system has over their own juridical identity. The moment of 
arrest is the first within a chain of encounters in which someone is at the total behest of others, 
particularly those representing the law. Bureaucracy is the grammar of that encounter. This 
annihilation is reproduced in much less spectacular forms – during the production of files like the 
TFD; when case files sit for months waiting to be dealt with; and especially at the point in which 
those files are removed from the people they speak for. This man’s anxiety at least partly 
stemmed from this feeling of impotence in the first place, a feeling that Ángela tried to assuage 
by writing the document, but ultimately legitimated by ordering it to be torn, regardless of 
whether or not her client knew. 
 This powerlessness is amplified by a very particular kind of unforeseeable future that 
proliferates through Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. As mentioned previously, the question that Lívia 
and Ángela can and will never answer is when – when will a decision be made, when will I get 
out, when will the Criminological Exams be scheduled? Neither the public prosecutors nor the 
judges are required to produce a decision regarding a parole or progression application within a 
certain time-frame. Habeas corpus petitions are employed in specific individual or group cases 
with egregious waits, but nevertheless both public defenders assured me that they had seen as 
little as ten days between filing for parole and reaching a decision, and as much as ten months. 
While they are always asked “when,” they can never respond with anything more than a vague 
gesture at soon, which generally signifies a few months, or more, or less. 
 But perhaps the more important reason why public defenders would never give a time-frame 
for any decision is because they understood any such prognosis as an assurance against which 
they would be judged should it not come to pass. Lívia repeatedly stated that she avoided any 
kind of estimate, and she told her interns to do the same, so that they would not be seen as 
accountable should that time go pass without any movement. A forecast might be seen as a 
promise, the words carrying the weight of an expectation that too often is dashed. Therefore, any 
response to the question of “when” is hedged by an “I can’t say for sure.” While the calculation 
of the sentencing allows eligibility for progression and parole to be tabulated as a series of 
specific dates, the assurance of this progression is accompanied by a particularly vague promise 
of when it might happen – a when that stretches out to months (and, in rare occasions, years) 
after this date. The public defense team safeguard this unforeseeability. They project it onto their 
own work to provide a buffer between themselves and the nervousness and frustrations of their 
clients, to avoid giving them an object to vent such anxieties. 
 This question of the unforeseeable repeats itself in various penal encounters. For instance, let 
us return momentarily to the final phrase that many psychologists write on the Criminological 
Exam: “This report was produced from a twenty minute interview. I have no means of evaluating 
this inmate’s risk to society or the probability of their recidivism.” Psychologists operate under a 
juridical mandate to speak to this probability. But as one psychologist described, “We aren’t 
clairvoyant, we have no crystal ball that will say if someone is going to commit a crime again or 
not.” The phrase thereby mitigates the demand for prognosis by speaking directly back against it:  
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the psychologist cannot do what is asked of her. When the interviewee even hints at this 
unforeseeability, however, this becomes incriminating: to “try” to find work, rather than to have 
one already, is to bring the unforeseeable into an account of the future, yet it brings into question 
the will of the incarcerated even as it signals it. The psychologist concludes, “the inmate has still 
not thought of what he will do when he leaves prison.” Though he might try, he has not 
sufficiently projected himself into a future social and moral order. Resocialization demands 
surety in oneself and one’s future, even when surrounded by the unforeseeable. 
 We might consider Rio de Janeiro’s prisons as paranoid insofar as they structure progression 
around the uncovering or exposure of the truth of the incarcerated. Paranoia, Eve Sedgwick 
remarks, is anticipatory (1997). It is anticipatory in that it is a form of knowledge oriented 
towards identifying future risks and “bad surprises” in an effort to preempt and thus defeat, 
circumvent, or evade them. As both a mode of knowing and a disposition towards the world 
paranoia produces the potentially endless search for meaning via exposure, the revealing of 
hidden or obscured truths, and these bad surprises in order to protect oneself against them. But 
paranoia also reproduces itself, forcing the object of paranoid attention to take it up as a means of 
encountering a world already laden with suspicion. 
 The most direct object of this paranoid attention is the incarcerated person, particularly when 
the forms of understanding them are either explicitly or implicitly wrapped around the figure of 
recidivism and whether someone has “truly” reformed or has simply mastered its scripts. 
Questions of resocialization and recidivism also displace the “truth” of the individual into the 
future: while the TFD and the Criminological Exam produce a specific historical trajectory of the 
criminal subject, these are built in order to establish a trajectory which might be extrapolated into 
this future moment that serves, ultimately, as legal evidence of the true character of the 
imprisoned.  The ultimate proof of a transformation or lack thereof is in this anticipated subject, 
drawn into the present through modes of bureaucracy and evidence-making that make both the 
promise and the threat of post-prison life immanent within the quotidian practices of progress 
and paperwork. And these practices produce from various angles a paranoid anticipation which 
can only be mitigated either by a false confidence – producing a habeas corpus motion only to 
tear it up afterwards – or in this production of the unforeseeable. Both cases do not dissolve the 
future, but they do blur it, reduce its precision, make it increasingly murky even in a context 
which strives towards knowing and intervening in it. 
 Early in my fieldwork, during my second visit to a prison in Rio de Janeiro, I was struck by 
the proliferation of calendars inside the institution. I spent the morning with two social workers 
in an office with barely enough room for the three of us, origami flowers adorning the desk and a 
Garfield sticker on the filing cabinet. As I entered the prison I had searched around for a clock, 
but there were none on the walls, nor were there any in the offices I passed by. But inside this 
small room were seven calendars, some hanging from the walls, some propped up on the desks, 
facing away from the social worker and towards whoever they were speaking to that day. As my 
fieldwork progressed, I saw this repeated in all the prisons I visited, particularly in the offices of 
social workers, psychologists, and public defense officers. There were never any clocks, but 
calendars were always present in groups of two, three, four or more. 
 In her work on suicide and the settler state in the Canadian Arctic, Lisa Stevenson works 
through the presence of two clocks in an archival photo, including the captionist’s incredulity at 
the redundancy of the repetition, a pragmatic object seemingly aestheticized or even fetishized 
when doubled (2014). Clocks tell one kind of time. Prisons also have their daily rhythms, both 
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those set by the administration and those imposed by inmate organizations. But calendars tell a 
different time, one measured in days, stretching out into the future. In the context of these 
offices, I came to understand these calendars as a kind of promise: the promise of the passage of 
time. Every day was one day less, one day off a sentence, the distance between now and the 
future gradually shrinking. Like the calculation of the sentence, this passing of time seemed 
solid, measurable, indefatigable, so much so that it could become a kind of grammar of progress, 
a way of talking about prison and afterwards, a way of making sense of incarceration. 
 But even as time counts down, what is it counting towards? So much of the violence of 
prison takes place as a deferral. The dates for progression pass by, and it may take weeks or 
months for anything to happen. Waiting lists for the Criminological Exam extend outwards, files 
sit on desks, judges decide that a person does not yet exhibit the criteria necessary for parole. It is 
this “not yet” that characterizes so much of punishment, particularly progressive punishment. 
Without doing away with the promise, the future is not entirely localizable, even if as it is made 
tangible in the present. Prison bureaucracy performs these contradictory functions; it produces 
the future as a matter of interrogation and intervention, even as it defers or obscures it. 
 Subsequent chapters in this thesis will continue to examine the investments made in the 
future of those incarcerated in Rio de Janeiro’s prison in the name of resocialization. Some of 
these investments might find their way into the documentation of the incarcerated. Many do not. 
I am not suggesting here that resocialization is reducible to this bureaucratic form, nor that these 
documents entirely produce the stage upon which the transformation of the subject purportedly 
takes place. But imprisonment, particularly through progression, produces specific circuits for 
the production and circulation of files. And prison, as a juridical and bureaucratic institution, 
defers to and depends upon these files in many circumstances as a model of knowing and 
intervening upon the incarcerated. Part of this work is to bring the future into prison as a model 
of governance. And it is the space between the possibilities of the future and an anxious present 
that those in Rio de Janeiro’s prisons live. 
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Chapter 3 – Holes in the Wall: Project Life and Prison Psychology’s Praxis 

 
One Wednesday afternoon in April, I sat around the table of an unused classroom in a local 

university in an unused classroom of a local university with four psychology students and 
Reinaldo, a psychologist employed by the prison administration. Together, we were discussing a 
workshop that we had planned to run in several prisons in a few week’s time. We were all here as 
volunteers, even Reinaldo, for whom this work did not fall under his professional duties. 
Specifically, we were working as part of Project Life, the statewide program within the prison 
system with the explicit aim of promoting “health and citizenship” among the incarcerated. 
When the meeting drew to a close, I said goodbye to the other volunteers and left with Reinaldo, 
and we continued our discussion as headed out along a busy street to the nearest bus stop. 
Despite his long-standing involvement in Project Life, Reinaldo was extremely critical of its 
objectives and the methods used by other volunteers, particularly what he called the 
“communicative fantasy” of a lecture-style presentation. But, he explained as we waited to cross 
the road, ultimately the Project was like a hole in the wall (“um buraco no muro”), a small 
opening in an otherwise impenetrable institution that we could traverse to produce something 
different.  

Reinaldo understood the workshop as something of an experiment, a risky endeavor but one 
that could be controlled to some extent with proper planning. In particular, during the afternoon’s 
meeting he had urged us to consider the potential hazard of volunteers assuming the wrong kind 
of intimacy with imprisoned participants. Pedro, a psychology student and member of the group, 
also spoke in the meeting about the importance of discarding the “traditional” psychological 
objective to “catch the other’s point of view” (“pegar o olhar do outro”), a stance that he 
understood as intrinsically harmful. Reinaldo agreed emphatically, nothing that “nothing 
ethically questionable is technically feasible.” Our work could not be driven by curiosity, nor by 
denying the chasm that existed between volunteers and incarcerated participants. Instead, our 
role was as facilitators of a conversation between incarcerated people, specifically along the 
workshop’s theme of “mutual aid,” which we hoped might provoke a collective reflection on 
both already existing and possible forms of solidarity in a context of incarceration. These weekly 
meetings among the group allowed us to think through what might be possible and ethical in the 
anticipated moment of the workshop itself. But they also reflected a broader set of conversations 
among Rio de Janeiro’s psychologists regarding the legitimacy and ethics of their work within 
prisons. As my fellow volunteers struggled to create a structure for the workshop, they also 
seemed to be working through a broader question regarding their own position: namely, what is 
the role of the psychologist within prisons? 

In this chapter I respond to the same question by examining the investments made by 
psychologists into Project Life, and their attempt to traverse and make use of this “hole in the 
wall.” I contend that Project Life – which I will also refer to throughout this chapter as “the 
Project” – constitutes a key site in which psychologists struggle with themselves, each other, and 
the prison administration to define and enact a meaningful and transformative relationship with 
the incarcerated person. In attempting to give shape to this relationship, psychologists elaborate a 
theory of subjecthood and change within which those in prison take up the values or strategies 
offered to them through the Project as their own. Through these efforts, Project Life also 
recapitulates a form of tutelary governance that positions the incarcerated as requiring a 
pedagogical or therapeutic intervention in order to govern themselves. However, I also point to 
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moments in which incarcerated people disturb the terms of engagement established by 
psychologists, bringing different forms of knowledge to the encounter with this group of 
resocialization workers. 

 During the period of my fieldwork, Project Life was a program housed within the 
psychology sector of the prison administration. It ran in the majority of Rio de Janeiro’s prisons, 
although the frequency of activities varied considerably depending on the unit. But in any case, 
Project Life coordinated the efforts of volunteers to develop and produce activities ranging from 
theater performances to poetry, debates, craft activities, and sports. Where the previous chapter 
outlined resocialization through the largely formal procedures of penal bureaucracy, Project Life 
represents some of the substantive aspects of the attempt to reform those in prison. In fact, the 
Project constituted the administration’s only system-wide programming for the kind of activities 
that we could broadly classify as educational or therapeutic. Perhaps more importantly, Project 
Life was not formally linked to any of the classificatory regimes of prison. Because of this 
relative freedom, many psychologists who were also paid employees of the prison administration 
nevertheless volunteered for the Project as a way of pursuing what they considered the “real” 
work of their profession: establishing a therapeutic or restorative relationship less encumbered by 
the custodial imperatives of the institution. Likewise, they attracted students such as Pedro who 
were interested in prisons and who incorporated their involvement with the Project to carve out a 
professional praxis for themselves. It was also open to other volunteers; occasionally doctors or 
lawyers would give presentations on the rights of incarcerated people or addiction recovery, for 
instance. However the Language, mission and structure of Project Life were driven by 
psychologists as its founders, its primary volunteers, and its institutional home within the prison 
administration. 

In the context of this chapter, “participants” refers to those imprisoned people who were 
formally registered within Project Life. At the beginning of each year, those held within Rio de 
Janeiro’s prisons were given the opportunity to apply for the program.39 There was always far 
more interest in the Project than there was space. Often one or two people from each cell were 
selected under the presumption that this arrangement would maximize the Project’s impact, since 
participants could then share what they had learned with their cellmates. For those who were able 
to register, the program lasted an entire year. If participants attended most activities run through 
Project Life, at the year’s end they would “graduate” from the program with a formal ceremony. 
After this graduation they were named as “multipliers,” again under the expectation that they 
would spread their acquired knowledge and skills with others. The title held no formal weight in 
prison – it did not reduce a sentence or improve one’s classification along the behavioral index. 
Once granted, multipliers were also barred from registering in following years. Occasionally, 
however, their participation and graduation were noted in the Criminological Exam as a piece of 
evidence in favor of that person’s application for parole.  

In concentrating on psychologists as volunteers within this Project, I will outline three inter-
locking issues that emerge from the planning and realization of activities such as the mutual aid 
workshop. The first is the attempt by psychologists to envision and create a therapeutic 
relationship with participants. While there was considerably diversity within the approaches used 

 
39 Ostensibly, the Project aimed to serve only those who have been convicted and sentenced to prison. In practice, 
prisons generally designated for the convicted also included many pretrial detainees, who were given the same 
opportunities to apply for the Project. 
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by volunteers, most activities anticipated growth or change on the part of participants. As such, 
they generally assumed some theory of development by which participants would absorb, reflect 
upon, and ultimately identify with the practices, values, or discourse being offered to them. 
While most volunteers stressed that they had neither the will nor the capacity to “save” those in 
prison, they nevertheless located the value of their work within the possibility for some kind of 
transformation, however limited. Doing so required a pedagogical relationship between volunteer 
and participant; but this relationship also involved volunteers establishing clear limits for 
themselves and identifying transgressions by marking out instances of what I will describe as 
improper intimacy. This might appear in the desire to “catch the other’s point of view,” but it also 
included an excessive or unwarranted sense of empathy with participants, one that volunteers 
learned to withhold. 

Second, the activities run through Project Life often worked with the assumption that 
participants occupied a position of lack and thereby envisioning them as waiting to be filled with 
the knowledge or norms offered to them. This lack was presented by Project Life volunteers, as 
with resocialization workers more generally, as a defense of the incarcerated. It suggested that 
whatever criminal aspect is to be found in the imprisoned person’s identity was not a reflection 
of some irredeemable evil or active resistance to norms but rather a failed upbringing, one that 
might be rectified in the present with guidance. This social defense allowed psychologists to 
connect their work with a broader social critique because it pointed to failings within the 
Brazilian education system, as well as in forms of policing and widespread violence. I put 
forward that this justification resonates with other projects of social intervention within Brazil, 
particularly in the colonial logic of pacification that aims to establish relations of tutelage over 
populations marked as unruly with a view towards them one day governing themselves (Holston 
2008; Pacheco 2014). Furthermore, in the context of prison where the vast majority of Project 
Life participants were black, this assumption of lack also denied the presence, strength, or 
viability of black Brazilian forms of kinship, culture, and community. Instead, volunteers 
positioned participants as empty vessels that held value based on their potential – a status that 
mirrors both popular and scholarly renderings of blackness through abjection (Smith 2016b, 
McKittrick 2011). Because of this, the psychologists who volunteered for Project Life – 
themselves overwhelmingly white – were unable to identify what participants were already full 
of: plans, social ties, and knowledge, but also anger and frustration. 

The final issue is one of critique – what is recognized as critique in the context of Project 
Life, and who is authorized to speak it. Volunteers, and psychologists in particular, would engage 
in constant debates over the actual and potential role of their profession given the institutional 
constraints of work in prison. Yet even when volunteers worked these critical perspectives into 
activities aimed at facilitating dialogue, they did so in a way that profoundly limited the ability of 
imprisoned participants to voice their own institutional critiques. At best, the critiques elaborated 
by Project Life are dismissed. More often, they are treated as potential threats – to participants 
themselves as much as anyone else. As I will argue, the uneven distribution of the “right to 
critique” often reproduced the very hierarchy within Project Life that volunteers strived to avoid 
in an effort to produce horizontal dialogue. 

While the bulk of this chapter approaches these three dynamics from the perspective of 
volunteers, in the final half of this chapter I also consider how imprisoned participants engage 
with the activities and parameters of Project Life, often by re-configuring the terms of 
engagement with volunteers. In particular, I point to a new initiative introduced in 2017 in which 
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those incarcerated people who had graduated from Project Life in previous years were invited to 
organize and run their own activities for the current cohort. These differences between 
participants and volunteers rarely emerge as open dissent, particularly within a space in which 
such conflict is easily read as violent or potentially violent. But while participants take up the 
structure and language of Project Life, they also use it different ends, articulating alternative 
visions of selfhood, reform, and hope than those brought in from the outside. 

Like the psychologists discussed in this chapter, I also worked as a volunteer for Project Life 
over the course of my fieldwork. The Project was therefore also a “hole in the wall” for me, 
another point of access to prison and an opportunity to work with both participants and other 
volunteers. I am also implicated in the forms of miscommunication as well as the silences that I 
describe in the chapter as marking the dynamics between these two groups. There is also a clear 
overlap between the concerns of psychologists, including how they delineate an object of study 
and intervention, and those of anthropology itself. Perhaps most obviously there is a clear 
parallel between the imperative to “catch the other’s point of view” that Pedro identified and the 
Malinowski’s injunction to “grasp the native’s point of view” (Malinowski 1961: 25). As such, 
the following examination of the uses of empathy, solidarity and critique within Project Life also 
offers an opportunity to consider the position of the anthropologist within the context of prison, 
and of ethnographic inquiry more generally. 

Within this chapter I shift the focus from Tobias Barreto, the “semi-open” prison discussed in 
the previous chapter, to René Dotti, a “closed” prison unit. René Dotti operated under a tighter 
security regime and generally those who were incarcerated here were further away from their 
release date. Many were only a few months or years into extended sentences. René Dotti also 
restricted the circulation of incarcerated people to a far greater extent; the majority were confined 
within their cells for most of the day, unlike Tobias Barreto. While Project Life was offered in 
both these prisons, it was in René Dotti that I spent the most time researching and volunteering 
for the Project. Here, the prison’s head of security had capped registration in the program to 
approximately sixty people, out of a prison population of over two thousand. As such, I do not 
wish to claim that Project Life is in any sense a ubiquitous experience of incarceration. Instead, I 
take the Project as one incarnation of resocialization work and of the relationships between 
workers and incarcerated people.  
 
Peace, Peace-Ball and Pacification 

Reinaldo’s characterization of Project Life as a “hole in the wall” arguably belongs to a 
broader family of architectural metaphors that resocialization workers use to articulate their 
position within prisons. Evangelical missionaries in Rio de Janeiro, for instance, speak of 
opening doors and windows to describe the new perspectives on life that they cultivate through 
religious assistance. Those within the three “technical” professions –psychologists, social 
workers and psychiatrists – more often speak of building bridges, constructing points of contact 
and transit between prison and elsewhere. This language is important. As Lorna Rhodes writes, 
treatment workers in prison are deeply invested in maintaining, as much as possible, a distinction 
between their own work and that of custodial staff like guards (2000). Through these metaphors, 
workers place themselves in contradistinction to security, isolation, and above all walls. If prison 
is punishment through architecture, Rio’s network of resocialization agents speak of themselves 
as a shadow architecture, one that cuts through or subverts the concrete-and-iron materiality of 
incarceration through acts of opening. But there is a crucial ambivalence at the heart of these 
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metaphors because they seem to speak both to unmaking the prison and to renovating it. They 
therefore index an important anxiety among many prison workers about the extent to which their 
work is even separable from that other side of carceral life. 

The extent to which treatment workers are complicit within the punitive violence of 
incarceration is a constant source of conversation among prison psychologists. According to the 
Law of Penal Execution (the LEP), psychologists bear the responsibility of supporting the 
wellbeing and resocialization of those in prison. However, the only concrete responsibilities that 
the law proscribes relate to serving on the Technical Classification Committee and conducting 
Criminological Exams. As I have discussed in the previous chapter, many considered the 
Criminological Exam to be a procedure that contravenes their professional ethics. Over time, as 
the prison population grew while the number of employed psychologists shrank, these duties 
came to occupy the vast majority of their workload. However, most psychologists reminisced 
about an earlier moment when they had both the time and resources to pursue other projects. 
Psychologists entered Rio’s prison system in large numbers as permanent workers from the late 
1980s to the early 1990s as a result of the LEP. During this time, prison overcrowding was less 
severe.40 As they entered prisons, these psychologists brought with them a variety of therapeutic 
techniques and strategies, ranging from individual and group therapy sessions to job skills 
workshops, poetry classes to cognitive behavioral therapy.  

Fernanda was one of these psychologists brought in as a consequence of the LEP. In 1993 
she began her first job within Rio’s prison system and was assigned to a maximum-security unit 
in the Bangu prison complex. At the time, the prison held just over a thousand incarcerated 
people and had three full-time psychologists. As she told me, when she arrived she felt 
completely unprepared to work within a carceral environment. “People brought so many 
situations, so many questions, and they were concrete problems that we had no solutions for, we 
don’t have any way to help, family problems, institutional problems that have no solution, no 
way to help. I said, ‘My God, what am I going to do?’” She decided to do something that she 
could invest herself in, “I wasn’t going to do anything therapeutic in that place, if I did, I’d 
probably have a breakdown.” So she created a group “where people would come together just to 
share something good, anything good. It was like a cup of dirty water, this is how I visualized it, 
and we started to pour clean water into it, and little by little we would be able to renew that 
water.” Participants brought recipes, letters from girlfriends or wives, Bible verses or passages 
from Spiritist texts: “I accepted anything as long as it was legal.” She started with the small 
group of incarcerated men that she knew, but each week more and more would arrive, bringing 
scraps of paper, music, memories, and aspirations to share. 

Given the success of the group, Fernanda began searching for opportunities to expand this 
work. Project Life was the result of this effort between Fernanda and Luan, another psychologist 
working in the same prison. A year after this work began, the two applied for and received 
federal funding for a new program. Because of the funding requirements, the scope was limited 
specifically to facilitating presentations and workshops on sexually transmitted infections and 
drug use. Fernanda wanted to maintain her focus on the positive, however, so classes and 
workshops were always framed in a way she understood as empowering, such as referring to 

 
40 Based on the histories provided by interviewees, during the 1990s the ratio of incarcerated people to psychologists 
was somewhere between 300:1 and 400:1. By the time of my fieldwork, in most prisons this had risen to over 
1000:1. 
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bodily autonomy rather than addiction. With the help of funding from the United Nations 
Development Program, Fernanda was able to grow this Project to other prisons throughout the 
state.  

The UNDP funding was temporary; when it ended after three years, so did Project Life. The 
state’s prison administration at the time had no interest in investing resources into the Project, 
although both Fernanda and Luan continued to create discussion groups and activities within the 
various prisons they worked in over the next decades. It was only in 2012 that Project Life 
returned, thanks to both Fernanda’s efforts and a newly receptive secretary of the prison 
administration who created a paid position within the system for coordinating the Project. It was 
thus reborn as a program that would operate across the entire prison system. It also greatly 
expanded its scope from its first iteration with a new focus on “health and citizenship,” both 
broadly defined, allowing volunteers from diverse areas to work through the program. While 
another psychologist occupied this position of coordinator during the period of my fieldwork, 
Fernanda and Luan continued to volunteer regularly. In 2017, for instance, Fernanda ran a series 
of talks on the theme of “resilience.” Luan also volunteered with a workshop that incorporated 
elements of Theater of the Oppressed, in which participants would present short scenes of 
conflict to search for models of resolution. But the contribution he seemed most proud of was a 
sport he had created as a means of promoting collaboration and justice. He named it peace-ball. 

There are no rules to peace-ball. Instead, each game begins with an outline of the guiding 
principles that structure play. These principles are given by someone who is also not a referee, 
but rather a mediator. The negations or inversions of these roles are important and were always 
stressed in the games and in my conversations with Luan. Before play, the mediators would 
gather the players together and introduce the following principles: 

(1) Each team has between four and ten players. 
(2) Each team is also divided evenly between attack and defense, each restricted to half of 
the entire court. 
(3) The ball itself is thrown between players, who, when in possession of the ball, do not 
move. 
(4) Each goal, thrown through a hoop or, in the more likely event that a hoop is unavailable, 
a plastic container, is worth one point. 
(5) Immediately after a goal, whoever scored switches with a member of the opposing team. 
(6) After three goals are scored (from either side) those in attack also switch with those in 
defense from the same team. 
(7) There is no physical contact between players. 
(8) At any point in the game when conflicts arise, or there is confusion about these 
guidelines, any player can come to the mediator to look for a resolution. But the mediator is 
no arbiter; instead, she brings players together into a circle and facilitates a dialog between 
them to find solutions. 

I mediated peace-ball together with Luan’s former intern, Camila, in René Dotti. On our first 
day, we walked together through the gates of the prison on our way to the soccer field. After 
participants arrived, Camila and I stood on opposite sides of the concrete field in under the mid-
afternoon sun, mediating the game. “We trust that you can resolve any conflicts between 
yourselves. If you want us to step in, just raise your hand, but we won’t intervene in the game, 
we only help you resolve the conflict yourselves,” Camila had explained. She had run peace-ball 
games for a few years, three or four times a year, almost always in René Dotti. When the game 
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began I stood on the opposite side of the field to Camila as I struggled, along with the players, to 
understand how the guiding principles worked in practice. Thankfully a few participants had 
practiced before, including Felipe, a Project Life graduate, now multiplier and evangelical pastor 
who stood comfortably in the sun in a long-sleeved, button-up white shirt. While he was no 
longer formally enrolled, he still often came to Project Life activities. As Camila worked through 
these rules, Felipe gave a demonstration – showing how to pass the ball, how to stop once the 
ball was caught, etc. 
 The few people who were out that morning stood or sat in the shade watching, while others 
peered through iron grates. They, along with the players, took some time to pick up on the 
rhythm and structure of play, but eventually they began cheering on the players and shouting for 
our intervention when people seemed to break the principles. One player drew particular ire from 
the others for his Neymar-esque41 performances of injury, collapsing to the ground from even the 
suspicion of contact. As soon as he fell, hands would go up and Camila would enter the fray in 
an attempt to guide the dispute and push for a resolution. At the same time, players pushed back, 
demanding a judgment from Camila or myself, asking for the player to be carded, to be taken off 
the field. We refused. It was difficult to keep track of scores, particularly as the game progressed 
and teams constantly switched and reassembled themselves. Nobody seemed particularly 
interested in the final tally anyway. 
 Every game of peace-ball ends in a circle. At the blow of Camila’s whistle, she called the 
players and myself into the center of the field. Holding the ball in her hands, she explained that 
she would pass the ball around – whoever was holding the ball would give their impressions of 
the game, then pass it on to the next player. Most players responded that they enjoyed the game, 
and that it provided some kind of variety from the usual soccer games that took place on the field 
every day. Many asked us to return more often to run peace-ball again, although with each of 
these suggestions Camila stressed that players could organize this on their own. Then the ball 
passed to one man who thanked us but was clearly unhappy with the game, saying “there needs 
to be some kind of punishment” for those who acted out and casting an eye at another player. 
Camila asked why that was necessary when players could sort out their differences between 
themselves, to which the man replied that at least in soccer players would be sent off when they 
broke the rules. When the ball finally returned to Camila, she thanked everyone for participating 
and told players that peace-ball was a sport that they could teach their children, that since it was 
a non-contact sport then it could be played which mixed-gender teams. She also took the chance 
to explain some of the philosophy behind the game – to remove the focus on competition and 
instead express collaboration, and to give players the responsibility for resolving any disputes 
that might arise. 
 Peace-ball constituted an intervention on various levels. First, it was designed to change the 
guidelines for sport itself. While the game built on the obscure Dutch sport korfball, in its 
guidelines it clearly constituted a negation of soccer. Aside from being Brazil’s reigning sport, 
soccer is also the only sport commonly played across all of Brazil’s men’s prisons. Our workshop 
took over the field from the other sport, a move which, we only learned afterwards, had 
inadvertently taken away space from the “veterans,” older incarcerated men who were scheduled 
to play at the same time. At the level of the guidelines and play, peace-ball only made sense in 

 
41 Neymar da Silva Santos Júnior, one of Brazil’s most famous and accomplished sportspeople, is also well known 
for falling on the ground in a performance of injury whenever possible. 
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contradistinction to soccer. Specifically, peace-ball ostensibly worked by taking away the 
elements of soccer that concentrate authority and responsibility onto the external party of the 
referee – known in Portuguese as the judge (“juíz”). By having players switch teams constantly, 
peace-ball also undercut any straightforward sense of competition. Stripped of all artifices of 
arbitration to the point of having no rules, peace-ball transformed the soccer field from a space of 
arbitration, “punishment” and competition to one of collaboration and collective resolution.  
 The sport was the product of an encounter between Luan and a physical education teacher in 
the favela complex of Maré, in the city’s north zone. In 2012 Luan volunteered for a project 
within Pronasci, the National Program of Public Security with Citizenship, that targeted at-risk 
youths (described as “on the edge of criminality”) in poor regions of the country, designated as 
“territories of peace.” Maré was somewhat unique since, unlike other areas targeted by Pronasci, 
no Police Pacifying Unit (UPP) had been set up within the complex. While Maré was later 
occupied by military forces immediately prior to the 2014 FIFA World Cup, the plan for formal 
pacification was constantly delayed, until it was abandoned entirely in 2016 (Sousa Silva 2017). 
Nevertheless, Pronasci functioned along a similar rhetoric of “soft security” (O’Neill 2014) in 
which violence might be combated through investment in the social and moral well-being of 
residents. As part of the program, Pronasci organized activities, provided resources and promoted 
educational opportunities for youth with the expressed aim of drawing them away from criminal 
organizations and thereby improving security in these areas.  

Aside from his work as a psychologist, Luan was also trained in mediation and restorative 
justice. Through Pronasci, he began teaching conflict resolution to young women in Maré. Here 
he met Paulo, a sports instructor who was running what he then called “social korfball.” Paulo 
had modified the rules of korfball somewhat as part of an effort to bring the sport to the city’s 
favelas. When Luan saw social korfball, he could identify within its rules something very close 
to group therapy. “But,” Luan explained, “as it was, it didn’t make anyone more social, more 
collaborative.” Luan was particularly concerned with encouraging a different kind of sociality 
within the game. So he modified it again, this time by eliminating rules and introducing 
guidelines and by stressing the role of mediation. The form of the game would mean that players 
“had to learn to think collectively” and resolve disputes between themselves without resorting to 
violence. 
 Part sport, part conflict resolution, part group therapy, peace-ball combined its therapeutic 
aspirations with principles of mediation and non-violence. Through Project Life, Luan was able 
to bring the sport from the favelas into prison itself, mediating games across the prison system 
and teaching other psychologists the guidelines to the game. The combination of a constantly 
shifting constellation of teammates and the imposition of mediation as the model of resolving 
disputes creates a field in which players themselves were responsible for producing and 
reproducing the game. Neither Camila nor Luan saw this individual game as, on its own, a silver 
bullet that would transform players into more responsible and mutually supportive subjects. 
Instead, the game was a provocation that produced on the soccer field a different kind of 
relationality. And they saw this provocation as one that might spread out from the game, in 
whatever small way, and into the lives of the players. 
 Beyond the game’s mechanics, its development and movement from a favela to prison also 
speaks to the intent of both peace-ball and Project Life. In Maré, peace-ball formed part of an 
intervention aimed at strengthening social ties that might provide a valid alternative to crime for 
the area’s poor and largely black youth. Project Life largely worked with the same demographic. 
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Both contexts used peace-ball as a way of introducing and demonstrating specific principles of a 
model of social relations. Both were also predicated upon a distancing from crime, although this 
was a preemptive move in Maré, while in René Dotti the sport intervened after the “fact” of 
crime had already been established. In both contexts, crime was also understood as a pathology 
of social relations. That is, whether as preventative or curative, it targeted those seen as lacking 
the capacity to form supportive social ties outside the world of crime. The game marked out the 
“sociality” of its players as the object of intervention and presented them with an alternative that 
they take on as their own over the course of the game – hopefully, in some sense, moving at least 
a little towards that kind of peaceful social disposition in other aspects of their life. 
 Both the history and the form of peace-ball resonate with a longer history of pacification, 
both in terms of the specific urban security policy and as a broader strategy of governance in 
Brazil that stretches back to its early colonization. Pacification, as João Pacheco writes, is a 
colonial pedagogy that accompanied projects of settlement and genocide in Brazil (2014). The 
discourse of pacification, which initially referred to the conquest of indigenous life and land, 
shifted during the 19th century to signify an ostensibly pedagogical or tutelary project of bringing 
previously excluded populations into the social body as a “civilizing” project. 
Under this logic of tutelage (“tutela”), the pacified subject took on the values, first of the colony, 
then the empire, then the Brazilian republic. As Holston has demonstrated, this model of tutelage 
both accompanied and legitimated the continual usurpation of land (2008). It also produced a 
form of social incorporation through a logic of wardship in which resettled Indigenous people 
were classified as “orphans” and the formerly enslaved (known as “libertos”) as wards, holding 
out the promise of some future equality that was “so far off and so obscured by worldly 
conditions” that it held little bearing within the present (Holston 2008: 80). 
 The creation of the first Police Pacification Units in Rio de Janeiro in 2008 marked a 
resurgence in these forms of governance, here with the professed aim of reducing violence and 
the influence of organized crime. Alongside this occupation came promises of upgrades to 
infrastructure and increased investments in social programs, healthcare and education. As 
Pacheco argues, in this recent iteration of a pacifying logic “inhabitants of favelas, in contrast to 
other citizens, are seen as collaborators with their own oppressors, carriers of a permissiveness or 
moral insufficiency that does not distinguish them sufficiently from organized crime” (2014: 
138). In both its earlier and contemporary iterations the notion of “underdevelopment” found 
expression in through the racialized figures. The “unruly Indian” and the black “potential 
criminal” of the favela represented analogous figures in need of salvation – both for their good 
and for that of the nation. 

Pacification – both through the UPPs and through parallel security programs such as 
Pronasci – rendered favelas and their inhabitants as suffering from a particular form of lack, a 
lack of social ties that might ensure order and integrate residents into the broader city. Peace-ball 
came to life within this context of a renewed tutelary mission, incorporating the socialization of 
players very explicitly into its guidelines. Of course, the increased police presence brought by 
these measures also greatly increased arrest rates in these areas, which greatly contributed to Rio 
de Janeiro’s prison boom in the decade leading to my fieldwork. As such, these concerns over 
unruly bodies and territories brought Luan, myself, and many of the players into prison and the 
peace-ball field, albeit along different paths. 
 One of the most important principles embedded within this politics of pacification is the 
prevention and avoidance of violence. Violence was a central concern of Project Life, as it was 
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with prison psychologists and “treatment” workers within Rio’s prison system. Members of the 
technical team rarely witnessed the forms of assault, including beatings, used by both 
correctional officers and incarcerated people as a form of discipline; yet they nevertheless 
recognized its centrality to the experience of prison life. In the face of this, activities such as 
peace-ball aimed to demonstrate the viability of non-violent models of conflict resolution and 
life. For Luan, peace-ball carried out this task in its guidelines against contact and stress on 
mediation. It is certainly debatable whether or not these principles actually distinguish peace-ball 
at all – soccer is also a non-violent, non-contact team sport. But the a priori diagnosis itself is 
significant, suggesting that imprisoned men lack the skills and training to adequately resolve 
conflicts without resorting to violence.  

This same preoccupation extends to other Project Life activities. When Renata, the prison 
psychologist at René Dotti, suggested that I run a workshop on violence, I took up her idea with 
enthusiasm and, thinking out loud, began questioning how a discussion on historical and 
institutional violence might be possible in that context. She pushed back on this, however, and 
told me that it was important not to naturalize the immediate physical violence present in prison 
or to suggest that it was inevitable. Renata thus demonstrated a similar concern as Fernanda in 
framing discussions around a positive message, one that might empower participants. This 
positivity collapsed the “spectrum” of violence, where the intimate suffering echoes and 
resonates with broader structural forces, into an intervention on violence at a single scale 
(Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2003; Feldman 1991). This is not to suggest that Renata lacked 
an institutional critique of the kinds of violence constantly produced in and through 
incarceration. On the contrary, she was highly critical of both the institution she worked in and 
cognizant of the forms of suffering it produced. But within the pedagogical mission of Project 
Life, the introduction of a structural critique seemed to represent a threat to the trajectory of 
resocialization that Renata aimed to offer. An affirmation of non-violence between incarcerated 
people, by contrast, was far more actionable in this context – something to build a game, or a 
project, around. In this setting, violence between incarcerated people was a problem to be 
intervened upon through conscious reflection, education, and proper training in skills like 
mediation and restorative justice. The tools being offered to participants were ones for them to 
use on themselves. But through this work, the suggestion that imprisonment itself was a form of 
violence, and in fact the most clear source of it for those in prison, was left largely unspoken. 
 In considering peace-ball as the product of a specific disposition towards crime and 
punishment, it might also be helpful to compare it to the Balinese cockfight, as described by 
Geertz (1973). In the case of the latter, Geertz saw the cockfight as a staged performance of 
kinship loyalties, masculinity, and island identity. Yet no matter what the wager, nothing is 
essentially at stake, since the sport itself always reproduces those same values that are invested in 
it. The cockfight is, in this sense, a “story [the Balinese] tell themselves about themselves” 
(1973: 448) in what is largely a self-reinforcing game. The game is thus a “text” that is remade 
and reread with each successive fight. Geertz thus approached the cockfight as the 
quintessentially Balinese game, a self-written narrative that in each successive retelling 
reanimated the fundamental cultural values of the Balinese in the fight between the cocks. 
 This reading of the cockfight brings into focus through contrast what is at stake in peace-ball 
for psychologists. Peace-ball is not a story the incarcerated tell themselves about themselves. 
Instead, it is a story that Luan, and Camila, and myself, offer them, when we explain its 
guidelines and oversee the match. This is not a story of who the players are – it is a game that we 
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set up for them to act out who they might be. Players should come out of the game slightly 
changed in some way – for Luan, at least, this was specifically a question of producing a 
particular kind of sociality. But it is not one that is imposed, exactly. As players engaged in 
peace-ball they, too, became its actors and its authors, since it was them, and not any referee, 
who enforced the guidelines. It is in this sense that Luan understood peace-ball as group therapy 
– although it is a therapeutic intervention whose diagnosis is given before the participants are 
even known. Peace-ball delineated the subjectivity and sociality of its players. Project Life 
offered this subjectivity as a model that players might inhabit within the game – and outside it. In 
this sense, peace-ball enacted the arc of resocialization – the external agent who offers a new 
disposition for the incarcerated person to take up. 
 There was one story of peace-ball’s success in these terms that Luan repeated to me multiple 
times. A few years before I began fieldwork, he organized peace-ball games in a prison 
dominated by the Terceiro Commando Puro, also known as the TCP, a faction within the prison 
system. The players, as he told the story, played well, and quickly picked up on peace-ball’s 
guidelines, but after a few visits Luan had to discontinue his visits. When he came back a few 
months later, he found that a teacher from the prison’s school had continued with the games 
outside the auspices of Project Life. When he saw the game, though, he was surprised but excited 
to find that to distinguish the teams, one side had begun wearing vests. The vests were red – the 
color of the rival faction, the Comando Vermelho (literally “Red Guard”) – a color that was 
strictly prohibited by both TCP and correctional officers. In this small gesture, Luan saw the 
fruits of the game, where a long-standing rivalry and the rigidity of rules had melted away in 
favor of the collaborative sport. This was progress. 
 This story speaks more to Luan’s aspirations for the game than the actual experience of it. 
Peace-ball is certainly fun, both in its own right and as a way to puncture the boredom and 
immobility that characterized imprisonment, particularly within the “closed” prison of René 
Dotti. When mediators like Camila explained the principles behind the sport’s guidelines, players 
seemed receptive to the idea, although they were less optimistic about the possibility that they 
might continue the game outside Project Life, or outside prison. Whether or not peace-ball wwas 
successful in achieving its aims is perhaps questionable. But as a story that volunteers offer the 
incarcerated, it spoke to a generalized diagnosis of the incarcerated and to a cure, positioning 
Project Life’s participants on the field as part of as collaborative process of self-discovery and 
the promise of change. 
 
Improper Intimacy and the Limits of Critique 

“First there’s the name, Project Life. I hate the name. It sounds like one of those churches 
where they go to do some volunteer work in the prison system. And I think that that says a lot 
about what the actual goal of the Project is. The fact that it’s a project that works with health 
and citizenship, you know, I think that there’s also an intention to talk about certain kinds of 
health, certain kinds of citizenship, that end up being instruments to maintain the status quo 
that reproduces the system.” 

- Stefanie, psychologist and Project Life volunteer 
 
 Project Life’s harshest critics were its own volunteers. Stefanie, who had worked in the 
Project for over three years by the time I began fieldwork, was very direct in laying out its 
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limitations. In our interview, she began with the above criticism of the name itself, before 
suggesting that the Project represented what she described as a “dispositif that forces people into 
certain positions” through ideas of delinquency and reform. But despite these critiques, she had 
in fact increased her participation in the Project over successive years. She also conceded that it 
“opens doors for the possibility of working with a different perspective, you know?” And 
Stefanie, like me, used Project Life as a means of conducting research in prison. 
 Psychology in Brazil, particularly in comparison to the United States, embraces heterodox 
approaches to the discipline. Alongside clinical psychology and cognitive behavioral therapy, 
psychologists are always trained in social psychology as well as psychotherapy and its various 
strands, which many specialize in. Their education also includes fluency in much of the same 
body of social theory as anthropologists. Foucault was translated into Portuguese before his 
arrival in Anglophone academia, and he had a particularly significant impact in Brazilian 
psychology from the 1970s onwards. His series of talks in Rio de Janeiro’s Catholic university in 
the early 1970s, including what would later be published in English as ‘Truth and Juridical 
Forms’ (1996), had a huge impact in within the discipline. Most practicing psychologists today 
are particularly fluent in a Foucauldian and French post-structuralist analysis of power – Stefanie 
described reading Discipline and Punish as an epiphany, while Luan repeatedly cited Deleuze’s 
‘Post-script on the Societies of Control’ (1992) as an explanation of contemporary incarceration 
in our discussions. I noticed a sharp divide between this kind of genealogy of critique that many 
psychologists draw upon and those of social workers, for instance, whose disciplinary training is 
heavily steeped in Marxism. Questions of labor, for instance, seemed largely distant from the 
discourse of psychologists. In either case, however, the theoretical tools that treatment workers 
brought into prison overlapped with my own. And they used them often in similar ways – as an 
institutional critique; as reflexive self-critique; and as a resource to build a professional praxis.  
 When discussing almost any aspect of their work, psychologists – whether paid prison staff, 
volunteers, or both – inevitably discussed the problem of their complicity with punitivism and 
institutional violence. From the Criminological Exam, as discussed in the previous chapter, to the 
Technical Classification Committees (CTCs), prison psychologists reflected on the limitations of 
working within the legal and institutional pressures that they clearly identified as violent, 
mismanaged, and against their professional ethics. While most understood themselves as 
positioned in some sense “against” the violence of incarceration, they recognized that their work 
fed into the incapacitation of those they were, in some sense, trying to treat. But they were also 
often frustrated that the discussions with other professionals and the collective actions that 
emerged from them generally led nowhere. Barring some small moments of conflict, very few 
left the prison system because of ethical or professional conflicts, and all major collective action 
against the prison administration – such as the refusal to conduct Criminological Exams, as 
mentioned in the previous chapter – failed. Most found some compromise in their daily work 
between the institutional requirements of their job and what they understood as their “true” 
purpose and profession. Project Life, for many, was part of this latter half of this equation, an 
outlet for a therapeutic imperative. 
 At the same time, volunteers took particular care in the planning and realization of activities 
in order to mitigate or subvert the constraining influence of both prison and the Project itself. The 
group meeting that I described at the outset of this chapter provides one clear example of this. 
Reinaldo, the volunteer who acted as the group’s coordinator and was also a paid employee of 
the prison administration, demanded a conscious process of defining what our workshop’s role 
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and purpose would be, even as he stressed that it should also be designed with the expectation 
that it may be taken up or co-opted by incarcerated participants. This was one of many groups 
that he had organized over several years, generally in collaboration with psychology departments 
in Rio’s universities where he found many eager volunteers. Our particular group formed in early 
2017; aside from Reinaldo and myself, it included four students or recent graduates in 
psychology – three women and one man. Two within the group had worked with Project Life 
before, while the other two had joined for the first time. From the outset, we established the aim 
of conducting the workshop in six prisons within the state. This included one women’s unit, after 
Marina insisted that we not limit ourselves to the men’s prison system.  
 For three months I met every Wednesday afternoon with this group, generally with Reinaldo 
present, to work on this project. Marina and Pedro, as the two psychologists with the most 
experience in Project Life, led the direction of our work. The impetus behind the workshop was 
to provide a space for a discussion of everyday practices of survival between incarcerated 
people, as well as with family members and prison visitors, as a form of mutual aid. Our declared 
objective was to foster a conversation between incarcerated people, and with volunteers, 
regarding how networks of reciprocal obligation differed between prisons and the outside. Unlike 
peace-ball, this work did not explicitly aim to introduce any new social practice or disposition 
into the context of imprisonment. But many of us hoped that the discussion might allow for a 
recognition of mutual aid as a political force. 
 From the first meeting, we made our expectations for the workshop clear. Both Reinaldo and 
the team understood their role as facilitators rather than teachers. What we would provide was a 
space and a language for a collaborative reflection on mutual aid, constituting an opportunity for 
workshop participants to recognize the potential that already existed between themselves. If 
possible, we aimed to amplify that potential by making it both explicit and actionable. Building 
on Marina and Pedro’s past experiences, we organized the workshop around a series of core 
questions, each of which were designed be as open-ended as possible while still following a 
logical progression. The collective list of questions produced a path towards the recognition of 
this potentiality of mutual aid. Most of our meeting time was dedicated to this shaping of 
questions. The seeming straightforward nature of each question belied the many hours we spent 
debating frames that would be produced by a particular word or grammatical choice, or by its 
position before or after another question. Reinaldo pushed us to question each question’s 
function by classifying their effects into three types – to open, to “trigger,” and to close. “What 
do these questions fazer falar [elicit or “make say”]?” he would constantly ask. In particular, we 
spent a long time working on questions three and four: 
 3. Can you give an example of some kind of help you’ve received in prison? 
 4. And if you hadn’t been helped? What would you have done? 
For both questions, we debated the limits of the term “help” (“ajuda”). Would workshop 
participants necessarily understand “help” in terms of the framework of mutual aid we were 
attempting to discuss? Should we specify the meaning of “help” beforehand, or perhaps change 
the questions entirely to ask about instances of “depending” on another person? Which choice of 
word would be the most open-ended? Which would give participants the most freedom to speak? 
Question four was a particular point of contention. It was originally my suggestion and was 
accepted without much discussion when I put it forward in the second meeting; but a few weeks 
later, two group members questioned the value of a counter-historical approach. In particular, 
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they suggested that by framing the question in the negative, the group might set a negative tone 
for the entire conversation. 
 One of the biggest anxieties of the psychologists within the group was that the questions 
might encourage what they referred to as “discurso de ódio.” The phrase would generally 
translate to “hate speech” in English and is most commonly used in Brazil to refer to racist, 
homophobic, or sexist language and insults. In the context of the workshop, however, this 
discurso de ódio signified something else: any form of speech or conversation grounded in 
resentment or rage, which was understood here as destructive. Group members worried that 
some questions might elicit a critique of prison, the administration, or general living condition 
for participants, and that this critique would then slide into “hate speech” that would amplify 
these frustrations without providing any concrete solutions. For the group, discurso de ódio was 
a trap of resentment, one that provided no possibility for either intervention or solidarity 
building. 
 Both the frame of the questions and the avoidance of discurso de ódio also responded to an 
assumed need on the part of psychologists to establish a particular kind of professional 
relationship. We were working in the shadow of two previous incidents, which Reinaldo, Pedro 
and Marina all brought up as counterexamples to the kind of therapeutic relationship we aimed to 
create. The first had occurred a few months previously, with a group that included one of our 
members, Marina. As she recounted, the group had planned out the stages of the workshop 
carefully over a few months. But when during the first workshop in prison, one member diverted 
from the agreed structure and began an activity he had clearly planned in advance. As Marina 
recounted, he stood in front of participants and suggested a final activity: “Close your eyes. I 
want you to think of the person you have left outside, the ones you have abandoned. Think about 
what you would say to this person, how you might explain what you’ve done to them,” she 
recalled him saying. As he spoke, several participants began crying. Reinaldo immediately 
suspended the man and barred him from participation in any future Project Life activities. 
Reinaldo later called this volunteer a “manipulator” and told me that he “thought he was the shit 
because he’d read Nietzsche.” The second story Reinaldo told me about regarded a young female 
volunteer, a psychology student who had just ended a relationship. Apparently during one 
workshop the discussion had reminded her of her recent heartbreak and she began crying. She 
explained her break-up to participants and added that she was struck by how young they were, 
how they too must be suffering from the distance from those they loved. As Reinaldo recounted 
this story, he began imitating feminine gestures that he clearly saw as flirtatious. 
 Prison staff and administrators, in Brazil as much as elsewhere, are often concerned with 
what are broadly classified as “inappropriate relationships” (Crewe 2006). The term refers to any 
overly affectionate or friendly connection between staff and incarcerated people, one that the 
latter might weaponize to secure favor or resources, licit or otherwise. In many cases what 
constitutes such a relationship is codified into prison policy, and staff and volunteers are trained 
to maintain a particular emotional distance from imprisoned people in order to avoid entering 
such territory. In Brazil this was less codified – although as we will see in Chapter 5 the 
accusation of inappropriate relationships nevertheless structured how resocialization workers 
understood and enacted a professional relationship with those in prison.  
 These two accounts of transgressions pointed to something clearly related to, yet distinct 
from, what is generally signified through the category of inappropriate relationships. Instead, 
they represent what I understand as improper intimacies, performances of closeness or empathy 



 

 

73 
that ignored the very real chasm between the lives of volunteers and those of participants. “What 
do we see when we go into prison?” Reinaldo once asked us rhetorically during a planning 
session. “Tragedy. But the streets are also tragic, these are tragic lives, we have to support these 
people and provide a structure for understanding their pain, you can’t take the dignity of their 
lives from them.” The tears that appeared within both stories highlighted this improper intimacy, 
one that in both cases derailed the workshop itself. The conversation that emerged from the 
recounting of this second story was the context in which Pedro asserted that “catching the other’s 
point of view” was an unethical endeavor. Through our planning sessions and the circulation of 
these narratives, the group both worked upon, and established clear limits to, the “openness” of 
the workshop. We set clear boundaries for ourselves, in terms of the kinds of affective 
relationships we would allow ourselves to participate in, and for participants, particularly in this 
question of avoiding “hate speech.”  
 Reinaldo had managed to secure authorization for three consecutive days of workshops, in 
which we would visit two prisons each day. All were planned for units in or around the Bangu 
prison complex, although none of them were held in Tobias Barreto, the prison I was most 
familiar with. On the first morning we met close to the center of Rio de Janeiro and travelled 
together into the neighborhood where the prison complex stood. As we left the bus and found a 
van that would take us to Bangu’s front gates, we met an evangelical missionary who handed us 
a pamphlet with “What is the meaning of life?” printed on the front. When we explained our 
visit, she told us she would be praying for us. After arriving, we walked through the front gates, 
the same ones that I would drive through as part of the public defense team. As always, there was 
a long line of visitors waiting to enter, but we passed through quickly, and walked down the 
central avenue of the prison complex until we arrived at the first unit we had received 
authorization to enter. 
 Project Life volunteers did not enter prison with the same facility as lawyers. We often 
waited for up to an hour while guards dealt with internal matters, even as lawyers and 
missionaries passed by. The Project was not seen by guards as legitimate in the same way that 
public defenders are; guards often said that they had never heard of it, despite its regular 
presence in the prison system for many years. Finally, unlike the legal team we were not exempt 
from having our belongings searched and passing through the units’ metal detectors. This day our 
entry was relatively straightforward, but we still waited in the front area of the prison for half an 
hour until the head of security confirmed authorization for our visit with the psychologist 
assigned to the unit.  
 We had prepared a script to begin the conversation. It began by proposing “a conversation 
about relationships within prison” and assuring participants that we would establish a “pact of 
privacy” that would preserve the anonymity of participants in any written materials or work that 
came out of the talk. It concluded with the statement: “although some of these questions may 
sound like curiosity, everything that we have brought here was shaped with a specific purpose.” 
Like tears, curiosity was an improper intimacy; it suggested that our purpose was knowledge 
extraction rather than facilitating dialogue. From this starting point, each of the six workshops 
held over these three days developed in its own direction. While we had expected large 
differences between responses in men’s and women’s prisons, responses largely converged 
around both the necessity of mutual aid and the sense of camaraderie among incarcerated people. 
 The first two scripted questions inevitably provoked an extended conversation about the 
poor conditions within the prison including the lack of facilities, resources, healthcare, and other 
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resources. In particular, the second question – “What does the state provide for you here?” – was 
met multiple times with derisive laughter. Participants discussed holding their noses and closing 
their eyes to eat prison food; the rationing of water in cells; and the lack of medical services in 
prison. We expected these responses; the aim of the question was to highlight the lack of 
institutional support to create the ground for discussing mutual aid. However in the first 
workshop I noticed that Marina stepped in to stop this conversation and direct the group quickly 
to the following question. When we spoke afterwards, she explained that she was worried about 
hate speech. Specifically, her concern was that the conversation would move away from our 
stated goals with a discurso de ódio that ran the risk of engulfing the entire dynamics of the 
workshop. The same thing happened in subsequent workshops; in each case, Marina intervened 
after a few minutes and attempted to move he conversation away from a criticism of prison 
conditions. 
 What was the danger that Marina saw in this conversation? In what sense might participants’ 
critique of their own imprisonment approach hate speech? The anger of incarcerated people, and 
particularly incarcerated men, is perceived almost universally by those who work in prison as a 
volatile danger. It could fly out into an act of violence against guards or other incarcerated 
people; it might coalesce into a prison riot; it could result in punishment in solitary confinement; 
it ran the risk of blocking “constructive” dialogue. For these reasons, resocialization workers 
including psychologists often spoke of the importance of “calming,” or occasionally “pacifying,” 
the frustrations or rage of the imprisoned. In the context of our workshop, Marina saw this rage 
as self-destructive; it corroded the positive mood of conversation we were striving for, and it 
closed down any opportunity to realize potential solidarities within the space. At the same time, 
however, it was a necessary ingredient in the production of this dialogue, baked into our 
workshop structure as a foil against which the creative and mutually supporting strategies of the 
incarcerated could be revealed. Marina tried to treat it like a switch by allowing participants to 
establish a reality that, in her view, was already known, but then to quickly cut it off in order to 
recognize another reality. While she may have been the one to flip this switch, however, the idea 
of cutting off critique was largely codified within the structure of the questions we had prepared. 
But the result was that while the workshop was developed by us within and through an 
institutional critique of incarceration, participants’ were silenced, in part because critique was 
understood as a potentially violent act. 
 Having said this, Marina’s interventions were not successful. In every case, the bulk of 
workshop discussions focused on networks of solidarity and support, and participants circled 
back to these questions even after we tried to move to other questions. Participants spoke of 
pooling resources to help those who had just entered the prison system and others who could not 
count on support by their families. In most prisons we also talked about the rules and obligations 
imposed by incarcerated people themselves, largely through factions. In one prison, participants 
spoke at length about the faction’s financing of renovations within the visiting room – money 
from the organization was being spent on materials to re-floor the room and install plumbing for 
visitors’ bathrooms. When we asked whether such kinds of support were “obligations” 
participants responded in the negative, stating that this work was always voluntary. Yet where we 
attempted to structure the conversation through a separation between these models of survival 
and solidarity with the general violence of incarceration, for participants the two were obviously 
inseparable. As such, we often ended up circling back to Question 2 and discussing the lack of 
basic support from the administration. 
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 Even though the group had developed the workshop without any reference to resocialization, 
a term that many were critical of, participants nevertheless brought the concept back into our 
discussions. They spoke of the need for more work and study opportunities in prison to occupy 
their time and provide some opportunity for reform. This recourse to resocialization seemed to 
function in two parallel ways. First, participants often spoke of themselves as resocialized, or 
committed in some sense to a trajectory of reform that would lead them from a criminal past to a 
new future that might be recognized as lawful. But it also structured the normative prison. A just 
and legitimate prison was one that gave those opportunities; the lack of such opportunities was 
part of the violence and deprivation through which prisons actually ran; and for any prison to 
become reformative, it must itself be reformed. 
 Part of this discourse was undoubtedly produced through the interpellation of the volunteers, 
including myself, as a particular kind of actor in the prison space. Both within this group and in 
my other work for Project Life I was often identified by incarcerated people as “human rights” 
(“direitos humanos”). In their use of the term, human rights was not a juridical or moral field. 
Instead, it referred to a group of actors in the prison system who were understood as autonomous 
of the prison administration and thereby capable of carrying denúncias (“denouncements” or 
formal complaints) to the appropriate authorities. “Human rights” was therefore a particular kind 
of actor within prison. Visits from civil society groups, journalists, the State Mechanism for the 
Combat of Torture, and Project Life, were all wrapped within this umbrella term. To be “human 
rights” was to listen to denúncias as part of a civil society, and to carry them to the outside 
world. Thus, what Marina deemed as hate speech was perhaps better seen as an audit of the 
prison system’s failings and a communication of what participants understood as a hidden reality 
of imprisonment that needed to be exposed. It was thus the participants, and not volunteers, who 
brought the strongest institutional critique into the space of Project Life. And they used the 
language of resocialization as a way of elaborating this critique, despite our efforts as volunteers 
to produce a different form of engagement. 
 Despite the differences, there emerged an underlying tension within all six workshops 
between both the aims and language of us as volunteers and those that the participants brought to 
the discussion. In itself, this was not unexpected – from the beginning of planning the workshop, 
we would constantly remind ourselves of the necessary openness of the activities, of letting the 
terms of the workshop be taken away from us. But the result was a group dynamic that in many 
ways repeated the same kind of structure as peace-ball, despite the intentions of volunteers, 
including myself, to produce something different. The perceived threat of hate speech and the 
attempt to pivot to positivity reiterated the broader philosophy of Project Life, rendering 
participants’ critiques as potentially violent threats. The structure of questions, like the guidelines 
of peace-ball, set the stage for a very specific conversation, one that we aimed to guide 
participants through. Finally, participants constantly brought the language of resocialization into 
a workshop that we had attempted to organize along different lines, and they did so both as a 
critique of its absence and a recognition of it as a worthwhile pursuit. 
 To consider the workshop a success or failure would be to judge it solely on the basis of our 
expectations as facilitators. Project Life is often valued by its participants for reasons completely 
unrelated to the content and structure of the program. For instance, it allows circulation within 
prison, a kind of movement that is severely restricted, particularly in “closed” security regimes. 
This circulation also allows for communication between people and cells. But it also offers the 
opportunity for contact with “human rights” and with the prison psychologist who would often 
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be present for some part of the activity. Participants would pass on queries and messages on 
behalf of cellmates, including those in need of urgent medical care. They also took the 
opportunity to ask questions to volunteers regarding specific legal arguments. But the 
conversation itself is not worthless, for volunteers or participants. The space is one of the few in 
which these conversations might be had, regardless of the restrictions, and participants seemed to 
approach it as both an exchange of experiences and a potential moment of learning. In one 
women’s prison, the participants also expressed their gratitude for being able to “desabafar” – to 
“vent” or release pent-up frustrations.  
 What we attempted to do as a group was to take up the space of Project Life in service of 
something less paternalistic, less didactic. The conversation was set up as an explicitly 
collaborative process, one which could be open to different possibilities, including that of 
complete failure. This was not about the kind of empathy that Pedro critiqued as “catching the 
other’s point of view,” but we were there to listen, and to set up a particular kind of conversation. 
That conversation, despite its ostensible basis in a particular critique of incarceration and of 
Project Life itself, nevertheless ended up reproducing many of the tensions that it claimed to 
overcome. The collaboration the group envisioned functioned only up to a point, one marked the 
limit between what was understood as “productive” and what might slide into violence or hate 
speech. But it was precisely when participants crossed this boundary that they were able to 
articulate their own forms of critique. 
 
All the World’s a Stage 
 Stefanie and myself were running late. The guards at the entrance to René Dotti could not 
find the piece of paper that authorized our entry that day, so we spent half an hour standing 
outside, waiting for the document to appear. Once it was found, we signed ourselves in and 
walked through the metal detector before we were lead to the large warehouse structure that was 
the principal building within the prison. This time we were not heading to the open-air field 
where I had previously moderated peace-ball. Instead, we passed through another security 
checkpoint and headed inside the main building. Right at the entrance, before reaching the prison 
wings, was a series of rooms that were largely reserved for the prison school. One of these was a 
large room, like a hall, whose walls were painted bright yellow in contrast to the normal two-
tone grey that was standard in Rio’s prisons. This was the space most commonly used for Project 
Life activities. There was an elevated stage at the front of the room, a small sound system 
donated by an evangelical church and room for at least a hundred people. The hall was mostly 
full when we arrived, but a few seats had been reserved for us near the front, so we sat down here 
together with Renata, one of the two psychologists stationed at this prison. Diogo, the 
incarcerated man introduced in Chapter 1, was sitting at a nearby table. He crouched down as he 
came over to greet us so that he wouldn’t obstruct the audience’s view of a theater performance 
that had just begun. 
 We had arrived as spectators to watch a history of theater. Leonardo, an incarcerated man, 
had worked occasionally as an actor before his incarceration. Diogo and Leo had both 
participated Project Life the previous year, and he had graduated from the program six months 
previously. As I outlined in this chapter’s introduction, those who complete the program, while 
still remaining incarcerated, “graduate” and earn the title of multipliers, a term that signifies the 
expectation that they bring what they learn in the program to others, whether inside the prison or 
out. Multipliers often volunteered within Project Life, setting up tables and chairs beforehand, 
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calling participants when workshop volunteers arrive, and generally facilitating movement in a 
prison that volunteers were often far less familiar with. In 2017, however, the coordinator for the 
Project and various prison psychologists instituted a new initiative, whereby multipliers could 
propose and run their own workshops through the program. Diogo and Leo took part in this new 
program, as did a half-dozen others within René Dotti. While I was unable to participate in 
Diogo’s workshops, he told me in his letters that he had organized a discussion on the theme of 
“accepting my imperfections and respecting our differences”: “I spoke about my ideas and tried 
to plant them in the minds of others, that we aren’t trash, we aren’t garbage, we’re citizens and 
we need to understand this, fight for this.” 
 Leonardo, by contrast, had planned this event months in advance, which gave Stefanie and 
myself time to apply for authorization to participate – this time in the audience. The presentation 
was divided into two acts. The first was this history of theater, each piece a condensed version of 
a landmark play over a genealogy stretching back to ancient Greece, with Leonardo giving the 
context both of theater at the time and the particular work. We arrived right before Oedipus Rex, 
with Diogo in the titular role: beginning with the Delphic oracle, the play moved quickly through 
the major plot points, with Leonardo narrating the story and a guitarist providing soft 
background music. It ended with Jocasta’s death, although Leonardo flexed his artistic license 
when Oedipus, rather than blinding himself, pushed a knife into his own chest and fell next to 
her. With a quick fast-forward through two millennia, Leonardo introduced us to Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet. Over the microphone he explained that the playwright began as a humble stable-hand 
within the Globe Theatre and worked there for years before his big break finally came. A 
mercifully reduced rendition of the play brought it down to five minutes, eliminating 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern before they ever entered the stage, and concluding with a tragi-
comic pile-up of bodies and a huge round of applause. 
 Next up was Gogol’s Inspector General, a piece that Leonardo had chosen not only as the 
“greatest piece by Gogol” but also for its particular “importance for Brazil today.” It was 
presented as a comedy of errors taking place in “Hotel 171” – a reference to article 171 in the 
Brazilian criminal code, which refers to fraud and embezzlement. The work presented a series of 
everyday and spectacular forms of corruption that, in the second year of Brazil’s Car Wash 
corruption probe, had a huge resonance for the nation – particularly within this audience, 
conscious as it was of the selectivity of the nation’s justice system. The final work was from a 
Brazilian Playwright, Oswaldo de Andrade, called the “Candle King.” Leonardo explained 
before the play started about the origins of Brazilian theatre, and how he had flipped the script 
somewhat by replacing Mr. Jones with a travesti character, Mrs. Jones. This piece perhaps had 
one of the most talented comedians, who at one point even had other actors laughing so hard they 
could barely speak their lines. 
 After this rapid-fire tour through a particular history of theater, Leonardo shifted to what he 
described as the “motivational speech” element of his presentation; four original pieces that had 
been workshopped by the theater group, each one of which presented a direct message that 
Leonardo explained was aimed at “we prisoners for us to grow, to advance.” Each piece was a 
few minutes or less and began with Leonardo announcing the theme. The first: you are unique. 
Two men sat side by side, one copying every move, gesture, and phrase of the other, even as the 
other became gradually more frustrated – the scene ended as both stormed off stage. Leonardo’s 
voice echoed through the hall: “so many people try to be someone else, but of all the billions in 
the world you are the one who is best qualified to be you. What is God’s plan for you?” The 
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second: “live in the moment.” Diogo was back on stage, too tired from work to take his son out 
for his birthday. Soon after the son leaves with his mother, Diogo received a call, informing him 
that his family had died. Leonardo explained, “this man gave no value to those who he loved he 
most. Remember, today is the future that you were hoping for. Start living now.” 
 The third scene: be faithful to small steps. On the stage, a son came back to his father after 
graduating from Harvard to take over the family business. The father welcomes him back but 
asks him to start by cleaning the toilets. The son, infuriated, leaves his business and his family. 
Leonardo spoke again: “nothing is gained in kilometers, everything in centimeters. The small act 
that is realized is far greater than the big one that remains a plan.” The last: the school of life. 
The shortest of these scenes, it showed a travesti trying to wake up her husband, telling him that 
he was running late for school. When he asks in exasperation “But I’m a grown man! Why do I 
need to go?” she replies, “Because you’re the principal!” 
 Leonardo came up onto the stage as we applauded to finish the workshop. Speaking openly, 
he thanked all the members of the theater group for participating, and told us to “do whatever 
you can, with whatever you have, wherever you are, it all depends on you.” He asked us to never 
give up, and spoke about Martin Luther King, a man who “pursued that which he believed, who 
had a dream.” As he continued to speak his words crackled with emotion, and he began crying as 
he ended by speaking of Abraham Lincoln, who he reminded us had ended slavery but was later 
assassinated “by an actor like myself.” At this point he had to pause to collect himself for a few 
moments, but he quickly wrapped up by telling the audience directly that everyone had talents, 
that our job was to find them, use them, and that even in prison they had the opportunity to do 
good. After the presentation was finished, Leonardo was swamped by conversations with friends 
from the audience, so both Stefanie and myself came up to Diogo to hug him and congratulate 
him on his performance. 
 Within this single event, Leo, Diogo and the other actors produced a remarkably different 
dynamic between organizer and participant than that of any other Project Life activity. Peace-
ball, for instance, was a participative sport that aimed to produce a kind of sociality that was 
deemed as lacking amongst incarcerated people. Likewise, the mutual aid workshop was 
organized as a horizontal, open-ended process of bringing a latent form of sociality into 
consciousness. This performance, by contrast, did not focus on social ties as an object of 
intervention but rather the individual will. At the same time, it operated as a form of affirmation 
rather than introducing an entirely new language or process to participants. In particular, each of 
the motivational messages were framed around self-worth and perseverance without assuming 
that the audience necessarily lacked these qualities. It was also structured directly in the 
imperative – live in the moment, be faithful to small steps – where in activities organized by non-
incarcerated volunteers we deliberately framed our aims more obliquely. At the same time, the 
value of the moral lessons that Leo imparted through the performance were not limited solely to 
incarcerated people. What was particularly notable about the work was that each scene 
represented a context completely outside prison in order to make a more general moral point. 
There was therefore no assumption built into the activity of any significant difference between 
those incarcerated and those outside prison, except to the extent that the despair of imprisonment 
might cause one to forget these ideals. As such, incarcerated people were not positioned as any 
particular kind of subject. The one connection made between the performance and the prison 
context was Leonardo’s oblique comparison of himself to Abraham Lincoln’s assassin by 
underlining their shared profession. At the same time, it was precisely through acting that he was 
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given a stage to redeem himself. This sense of possibility was one that Leo embodied through his 
final speech, one that he then offered to the audience.  
 Where peace-ball invited participants to take positions on a field, and thereby to assume a 
different kind of sociality, Leonardo and his group occupied and created a stage. The stage 
brought the world into prison, but it also offered the audience a view outside their immediate 
context. Like a classic fairytale, each of the motivational pieces set up a scene in which actors 
faced the negative consequences of their actions, against which Leonardo established the true 
moral of the story. This structure represented precisely what was seen in the mutual aid 
workshop as the risk of setting up a counter-history to prove a point.  The stage was also taken 
up for a performance that was both unidirectional and explicitly didactic – both qualities that 
other volunteers strived to avoid.  This is not a limitation of theater as a form of performance, 
within which many genres allow for interaction between actor and audience and switching roles 
between the two. However, the fact that such a position was now occupied by incarcerated 
people shifted substantially the terms of the relationship between performers and the other 
Project Life participants. The very fact of incarcerated people taking up this stage was part of the 
message of the performance; both Leo and the actors were able to embody the figure of the agent 
whose own transformation becomes a tool for reaching out and changing others. As such, the 
incarcerated members of the audience were invited to take up this same figure in their own lives 
through the particular moral guidelines established within the performance. 
 Leo and the entire theater group organized the performance under far greater restrictions 
than those placed on outside volunteers. First, eligibility to run Project Life was restricted to 
those who had already graduated from the program as multipliers. Furthermore, the entire work 
was clearly the result of many weeks of planning and rehearsals which in themselves would have 
been particularly difficult to obtain authorization for. They also did so under constant supervision 
– not of prison guards, who were never present in any of the Project Life activities that I 
participated in, but of the prison psychologist, who facilitated and supervised most of the 
activities. Given these psychologists’ concerns regarding violence, the possibilities of creative 
expression were undoubtedly constrained by this oversight. At the same time, in taking up this 
position he nevertheless shifted the traditional terms of engagement set up by Project Life. 
 Perhaps most importantly, the performance produced a remarkably different relationship 
between incarceration and time by denying the kind of deferral that was characteristic of most 
areas of prison life. As discussed in previous chapters, both the juridical techniques of sentencing 
and common discourse surrounding imprisonment produce the time of the sentence as a debt that 
must be paid, one that is therefore not the rightful property of the incarcerated person. Thus, 
much of the discourse surrounding imprisonment and resocialization rests presents the present as 
a time for reflection and preparation, but not for social action – which is pushed back to a future 
moment. This future is always one after imprisonment, and the time between the present and 
release is framed as a kind of suspended agency. It is this deferral that the theater production 
explicitly refused. Leonardo’s messages of motivation were anchored in an image of an ideal 
future, a “dream,” but they turned the present into a resource and the locus of agency for the 
imprisoned. The performance largely left to the audience the task of transforming motivational 
messages into concrete strategies for living in the present. But the messages themselves gave 
time back to the audience in a way that did not produce any distinction between the imprisoned 
subject and any other. 
 



 

 

80 
Conclusion: Graduation Day 
 Project Life would end at the close of each calendar year. Participants who attended most of 
the year’s activities were honored with a graduation ceremony, scheduled for December or 
January, depending on the prison. This was generally not easy – the Project has a high attrition 
rate, since sickness, transfers and regime progressions all require leaving the program. Although 
the Project existed in almost all state prisons during my fieldwork, someone could start the year 
in one unit’s Project Life and complete it in another. In René Dotti, a change in warden resulted 
in multiple delays in the ceremony, but it was finally confirmed for the end of February. The 
program’s administrators and those who had volunteered in the previous year were also invited. 
When I arrived I encountered a bottleneck at the prison entrance, since the guards would only 
allow two people at a time to enter, but eventually we were all sitting back in the yellow hall, 
waiting for the event to begin. Today the warden was also present, as was Colonel Gilson, the 
vice-secretary of the prison administration. 
 It was Diogo, the incarcerated multiplier and actor in Leonardo’s performance, who opened 
the event, thanking everyone for their presence and reminding us that we were all here because 
we were united in the belief that “everything can be different, it all depends on us.” Renata, who 
had organized the event, took the microphone from him and gave a brief overview of the history 
of Project Life, including a nod to Luan who was sitting in the audience as one of its co-
founders. But her opening presentation was brief, perhaps no more than three minutes – she told 
me later that she had organized the event to give as much time as possible for the Project’s 
participants to talk and perform. Leonardo was next, taking up the microphone to tell us that “we 
are all here for what we’ve done, but that remains in the past. Today we are here for change, we 
make the future today.” 
 He then introduced the performers who followed him. First was a group of eight cisgender 
men and five travestis who called themselves the “Freedom Theater Group,” performing a rap 
entitled “Everyone Wants to be Loved and Respected.” Following them, a band of four men took 
to the stage to perform two self-composed rock songs. The first, entitled “Resocialization,” had 
me furiously attempting to write as many lyrics as possible in my notebook – “the prisoner wants 
to resocialize”; “we want an upright life”; “there are many innocent people who are condemned.” 
Running with the same theme, the second was entitled “Resocialize to Conquer the Future,” 
which seemed directed more at the incarcerated, asking them to “forget the past,” and reminding 
them that “Jesus is the way, the truth and the life.” It did end, however, with the rhetorical 
question “How much longer will families cry?” that seemed directed more at us. 
 Renata had printed out certificates for all those who would graduate. She invited me up to 
the front along with Colonel Gilson, Stefanie, a few other Project volunteers and Colonel Gilson, 
and handed us a stack of certificates. We then passed the microphone between us and read out 
one name each, with every graduate receiving a huge round of applause from the audience. Some 
participants were beaming as they stepped towards the front and received their certificate, 
although others were a little more reluctant. In particular, as we read through the names I noticed 
that most travestis were being identified by their birth names, and many were clearly put out by 
being having those names announced over a speaker.42 As soon as the certificates were soon in 

 
42 I asked Renata after the event why this had happened, and she explained that only a few travestis had their 
“social name” (“nome social”) – a term used in Brazil to refer to the names that travestis and others choose to 
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the hands of each new multiplier, Renata asked for them to be immediately returned, as the 
warden still had not taken the time to sign each of them. They would be redistributed in the 
coming weeks. 
 The new warden himself gave the final words of the graduation. He thanked everyone for 
their patience with the delays, explaining that he wanted the time to get it done right. And then he 
spoke of his own childhood, saying that he was proud of the fact that he was born and raised in a 
comunidade (a poor, peripheral community), like many of Project Life’s participants. “People 
say there is no opportunity, but I found my own,” he informed us, presenting his own 
employment history as an example – first as a construction hand, then a geography teacher, then 
a lawyer, and finally a correctional officer. The trajectory ostensibly represented the biography of 
a self-made man, one who became the master of his own destiny through hard work. This was 
the path that he then gave to the audience by appealing for them to find a life outside prison. “If 
there’s one thing I want you to hear today it’s this – don’t come back. Prison is no place for 
anyone.”  
 It is impossible to collapse the different voices present in the graduation day into a single 
message. The warden’s, the prison psychologist’s, those of the different participants, of Brazilian 
musicians, of volunteers, or of the Project’s founders, did not easily correspond with one another. 
Secular epistemologies ran up against and often talk across understandings of the self saturated 
with evangelical language and Biblical citation. These voices all refer to the incarcerated 
person’s future and dedicate themselves to both a recognition of potential and a hopeful 
attentiveness to the possibilities of the present. But the content of that hope, the kind of 
attentiveness asked of participants, and the scale of the transformation itself all shift depending 
on whose voice echoes through that yellow hall in René Dotti. Project Life holds these voices 
together, often uncomfortably. It brings together demand for rights and recognition alongside 
paternalistic, pacifying discourses of lack that position the incarcerated person in the present as a 
void to be filled. 
 For treatment workers, and particularly psychologists, resocialization was largely understood 
as a fight against crime. The provision of services, resources and programs like Project Life were 
anchored in a language of empowerment and responsibility, and the possibility of leaving a 
criminal career. These concerns were, for the most part, shared by incarcerated people, and 
particularly those who participate in the Project. But for the imprisoned, resocialization was also 
inextricably tied to the fight against death. This includes social death, the exclusion of the 
imprisoned from the realm of the human through routinized violence and the severance of 
kinship, which I will examine in later chapters (Patterson 1982). But it is also physical, 
biological death, to which the imprisoned are exposed, whether inside or out of prison, through 
spectacular forms of state violence as well as the slow death of tuberculosis and hypertension. 
For those who attach their futures to an arc of personal reform, resocialization is a model of 
survival as much as it is of desistance43 from crime, a theme I will return to in subsequent 
chapters. It can offer more than that, as Leonardo reminded his audience. But even the attempts 
made by volunteers to produce a sense of “openness” or possibility nevertheless established clear 

 
identify themselves by – registered in the prison administration. I will discuss the particular experience of 
incarcerated travestis, including their invisibility within penal bureaucracy, in Chapter 6. 
43 Within criminology, desistance from crime, often simply referred to as “desistance,” signifies the “process of 
ending a period of involvement in offending behavior” (Farrell and Calverley 2006: 1). 
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limits on what might be said or performed. The violence of the state once more became pushed 
to the background even as we strived to recognize potential. This is a pacifying impulse that 
smooths over the bumps in a reformative liberal imagination. In this sense it echoes Fanon’s 
diagnosis of bourgeois ideology “that proclaims all men to be essentially equal [and] manages to 
remain consistent with itself by urging the subhuman to rise to the level of Western humanity that 
it embodies” (Fanon 1996: 110). But despite the constrains placed upon participants, they 
nevertheless managed to smuggle into the Project other points of view, ideas and aspirations both 
more conservative and more radical than those of volunteers.  
 As the graduation event finished a new band came to the stage – two men, one on guitar, the 
other on percussion – and performed a song they had written for the graduation. Renata had 
printed out the lyrics and passed them out so the audience could sing together with them, and I 
followed the lines closely before folding the page in two and carrying it out of prison with me:  
 

When we see that time is passing 
And the pain of the past doesn’t return 
Inside our chests there is a hope 
I will go forward, I will begin again 
I know that life isn’t full of flowers 
There are thorns that bring us pain 
But between everything I’ve lost I find a love 
That time hasn’t erased. 

 
I just want to live life 
And show that I am happy 
Erase the scenes that I lived badly 
And that time left in me. 
I know that in life we learn by our mistakes 
And today I learned 
That it is worth it to begin again, 
My story doesn’t end here. 
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Chapter 4 – Carceral Christianity and the Weight of the World 

 
“Make a chain: for the land is full of bloody crimes, and the city is full of violence.” 

- Ezekiel 7: 23 
 

When Magnolia entered René Dotti for the first time in the early 1990s, a temple stood in 
the center of the old warehouse. It was designated for ecumenical worship, but the Catholic 
church had adorned the space with its iconography, and members of its prison chaplaincy refused 
to cover them or take them down for evangelical services. So she asked to build a new one, 
entering into discussions with the warden and the state prison administration to construct the 
temple towards the back of the prison. As Magnolia told me the story, she recalled the blood on 
the concrete floor, traces of torture, when the guard first lead her to see the space that would 
become the new temple. She pulled together donations from her church and various others, while 
incarcerated evangelical men provided the labor. Six months later, the space opened – a truly 
ecumenical space which would, in the following decades, become increasingly dominated by 
evangelical church groups who passed through the prison doors to offer church services, Bible 
study groups, and adult literacy classes. 

Twenty-five years later, it was Diana’s turn to enter René Dotti for the first time. Both she 
and I were invited by Magnolia to attend a special church event along with Magnolia’s son, 
Bruno, who had largely taken over his mother’s work in the prison first as a missionary, then as a 
pastor. We formed a small circle together outside the first security area, where we would be 
registered and searched, for Bruno to lead us in a short prayer. Diana and I walked together 
through the small internal courtyard of the prison and into the warehouse itself, down two wings 
of the prison to arrive at the far end where the temple stood. The first wing contains what are 
labelled by the imprisoned as the “cells of the impious” (“celas dos ímpios”), close to guards and 
further from the temple. The second was one of the two evangelical wings, with cells designated 
solely for members of the faithful who agree to abide by the specific rules and regulations in that 
space. Diana, like me, was struck by the stark contrast between the two – where the first wing 
was painted in a two-tone grey that is standard across the state, the evangelical wing’s walls were 
covered in bright murals depicting biblical scenes in warm colors, particularly red and orange. 
Alongside the scenes were Bible verses written in Portuguese and Greek. 

This was the first time I had entered the far end of the prison. Diana and myself were both 
amazed by the contrast between the two wings. But Diana in particular that the people we had 
walked past also “had a completely different look on their faces.” Why, she asked me, would 
anyone want to live in the cells of the impious? While I read the path between the two wings as a 
demonstration of increased resources and opportunities that both churches and imprisoned 
evangelical people had within the prison, she saw the passage between the two sections as a 
demonstration of the power of conversion, a distinct before-and-after narrative that explained the 
shift in the colors, the smells, the clothes, and the eyes of the believers. The question “why live 
in the cells of the impious?” was a puzzle, but it was also an invitation. We were speaking in a 
small room that divided the prison wing from the temple itself, even as the walls of the room 
vibrated from the music blasting from loudspeakers within. Finally Magnolia called us into the 
temple, and we entered the space with tongues of red flame painted along its walls, and well over 
a hundred men singing loudly as they turned to greet us. 
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In this chapter, I aim to demonstrate the centrality of evangelical Christianity to prison 

workers’ and incarcerated people’s understanding of resocialization, particularly within René 
Dotti. On the side of theology, resocialization complements the conceptual vocabulary of 
personal transformation and redemption that forms the basis of evangelical Christian belonging 
through the experience of conversion. For the penal system, Christianity provides material, 
emotional and spiritual support for both the incarcerated and the prisons themselves, particularly 
at a time of prison overcrowding and waning state funds. But this is not an entirely symbiotic 
relationship. Evangelicals, whether missionaries or incarcerated, problematize institutional 
authority and directly question juridical precepts of history, personal responsibility and social 
belonging. The ubiquity of the Bible and the constant presence of missionaries both offer words 
and strategies to articulate the injustice of imprisonment and to affirm the humanity of the 
imprisoned. 

As such, I argue here that the relationship between the juridical and the religious in terms of 
resocialization is marked by fundamental contrasts. One of the clearest is the question of where 
each locates the critical point or “fulcrum” in a person’s life that one might use to transform 
oneself. For the Brazilian judiciary, this point is the crime itself, an act that the perpetrator must 
reflect upon and take responsibility for. For the faithful, it is the moment of conversion, a 
conversion that most often occurs after incarceration, and which is decoupled entirely from the 
apparatus of the criminal justice system. Furthermore, law’s logic of responsibility, in which a 
self-sovereign agent holds culpability for past acts, clashes with rebirth and the imperative within 
evangelical Christianity to constantly distance oneself from the past (Lambek 2013). Second, law 
sees resocialization as the transformation of an agent seemingly in opposition to the social order 
in order for that agent to be reintegrated within that same order – in a process that leaves the 
“social” both unquestioned and protected. Yet for evangelicals, society is fundamentally both 
sick and dangerous, and the believer must simultaneously engage with it in an effort to transform 
it while still maintaining a spiritual, mental, and often physical, distance from it. Thus, 
transformation is less oriented towards inclusion within society but rather constitutes part of a 
much broader process of upending the social order. 

Prior to Brazil’s 1984 Law of Penal Execution (LEP) the Catholic church held a de facto 
monopoly on religious assistance in the nation’s prisons. As the world’s largest Catholic country, 
Catholicism was not only the dominant religion – it also held enormous institutional influence. 
Rio de Janeiro’s first women’s prison, for instance, was administered by the state, but day-to-day 
operations were given to an order of nuns. While there was no legal prohibition on other 
churches or religious groups working within the nation’s prisons, the ubiquity of Catholics 
became a routine element of incarceration in Brazil. Other churches were occasionally invited to 
participate in specific events, but they did not hold regular services. It took until the 
redemocratization of Brazil, and the Law of Penal Execution in particular, to weaken this 
alliance between Catholicism and incarceration in the country. The law prohibited any 
discrimination against the incarcerated “of racial, social, religious or political nature,” and listed 
religion as one of the six basic forms of assistance guaranteed to the incarcerated, alongside 
juridical, social, and educational. Both “religious assistance” and the free circulation of religious 
texts was mandated, as was freedom of religious association. The law also required any space for 
religious services to be ecumenical, without any immovable icons of one religious denomination 
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or another.44 In the wake of this law, various states passed their own legislation elaborating on its 
principles and rights. In Rio de Janeiro, this included an explicit protection of religious diversity 
within prisons, both in terms of the incarcerated and in the newly formalized category of 
“religious agents.”45 
 The story of René Dotti prison’s two temples demonstrates the disjuncture between 
legislation and the everyday politics governing prison spaces. Nevertheless, the LEP opened 
space for an evangelical presence in Brazilian prisons. Magnolia and her church, a “traditional” 
(as opposed to Pentecostal) evangelical group, were one of the first in Rio to claim the right to 
work as missionaries in the prison system based on this law.  Through the 1990s and early 2000s 
she was joined by Pentecostal churches and, more recently the new wave of Brazilian neo-
Pentecostals, particularly the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. As of 2020, of the 121 
religious groups authorized to work in the prison system, 105 are evangelical congregations. The 
Catholic church is listed as a single group on this list. It still conducts services in most of the 
state’s prisons, although in many its presence is reduced to one mass per month. Other groups 
include the non-denominational Biblical Society of Brazil, seven Spiritist temples, one Umbanda 
(Afro-Brazilian syncretic) temple, and a lone rabbi working for the Beit Lubavitch Society. The 
number of evangelical churches asking for authorization for this work was so great that the 
prison administration froze the registration process for all evangelical applicants in 2016. But at 
least within René Dotti every day brings one church group in the morning, and one in the 
afternoon, to the temple that Magnolia and her crew built decades ago. 
 This temple, as with any of the evangelical temples in Rio’s prison system, constitutes the 
center of evangelical life. But evangelical Christianity, whether in prison or elsewhere, reaches 
out into the world and transforms it. The construction of evangelical cells or entire wings came a 
few years after Magnolia and other missionaries entered the prison system. Where the Catholic 
church in Rio de Janeiro has shrunk in the scope and scale of its work in prison, evangelicals 
now provide far more than religious services. Donation drives outside bring food, clothing, 
hygiene products and medicine in prison. Churches have run literacy programs in many of the 
state’s prisons, and during fieldwork Magnolia was a collaborator in a project to install 
evangelical libraries in many prison units, including René Dotti. During the drought that hit Rio 
in 2015, the state-run water company began intermittently cutting off the water supply to the 
Bangu prison complex – but evangelical churches pooled funds to bring potable water in by 
truck. The following year, when René Dotti was strapped for money, it was the churches that 
bought its new copy machine. 
 No group in Rio, state-run or otherwise, criminal or licit, matches the extent of these 
evangelical churches’ presence both in prison and for those who are released. During the time of 
my fieldwork, the state of Rio de Janeiro employed sixty psychologists and almost seventy social 
workers, while over 1,200 people worked as religious assistance, the vast majority of those 
evangelical. When public defenders and psychologists lamented the impossibility of establishing 
any personal connection with incarcerated people, they often pointed to missionaries as the only 
agents capable of maintaining those kinds of relationships that they had lost years ago. Church-
run programs and religious NGOs are far more widespread and accessible to families of 
incarcerated people and to those leaving prison than secular organizations, and they offer 

 
44 Law of Penal Execution (Nº 7.210, July 11 1984), Article 24 
45 State Decree (Nº 8.897 1986), Section VII. 



 

 

86 
services from basic food assistance and shelter to psychological counseling, referrals for free 
medical and dental treatment, and opportunities for training and employment. While these 
organizations were clearly strained by the pressures of the economic crisis in Brazil, most 
managed to survive, even as many other groups folded or suspended operations. Churches are 
also one of the most active groups in advocating for prison reform – even when that activism 
does not work through the channels of civil society (Johnson 2017). 
 Evangelical Christianity offers more than material resources. It also brings a discourse, a 
language – indeed, the word of God – to prisons. Christian language saturates talk within prison, 
by incarcerated people and missionaries, but also by social workers, psychologists and guards. 
Interior and exterior walls frequently feature Bible verses. For secular prison workers, and 
particularly for Project Life volunteers such as myself and Stefanie, the predominance of 
evangelical notions of time, conversion, and hope presented a problem for our workshops, where 
we wanted to produce an open-ended space for discussion but often found trouble responding 
adequately to participants who would consistently return to the statement that the only real tool 
for personal transformation was the Bible. It was in a Project Life workshop that a participant 
first asked me, “Do you know who created prison?” Slightly baffled by the question, I was 
grasping for a response when he directed me to the Book of Ezekiel and the verse that leads this 
chapter, “Make a chain: for the land is full of bloody crimes, and the city is full of violence.” 
This verse, for this man, represented the foundation of prison as God-given institution of justice. 
This interpretation is perhaps more prominent in Portuguese than the English translation – in 
Brazil the word for chain, “cadeia,” functions as a synonym for prison (“presidio”). I ran into 
references to this verse at least a half dozen times over the course of my fieldwork, both from 
incarcerated men in different prisons and by missionaries. In each case, the verse was cited to 
demonstrate that prison was made by God. This theologization of state punishment brings a 
particular moral weight to incarceration, one that places it as part of a divine moral order of 
justice. 
 This shift in religious dominance from Catholicism to evangelical Christianity has given 
evangelical churches – largely, but not entirely, Pentecostal – an increasing presence and some 
influence in the forms of daily prison life and the discourses that circulate within the institution 
around punishment, justice and redemption. As such, they have also taken up a central role in 
both prison workers’ and incarcerated people’s understandings of, and engagements with, 
resocialization. Evangelical Christianity thus converges with psychological and juridical forms of 
interpretation and action – these domains are not isolated from one another, as missionaries often 
offer legal assistance, evangelical psychologists combine medical therapeutic methods with 
Biblical scripture, and evangelical manuals for prison ministry include juridical and 
psychological alongside scriptural guidance for this work. However, they often hold together 
uneasily, particularly when Christian and juridical notions of personhood and responsibility 
collide. 
 The role of evangelical Christianity within Brazilian prisons has been analyzed in recent 
years, perhaps most notably in the work of Camila Nunes Dias (2008). This work has 
concentrated on the relationships between evangelicals and other incarcerated people, especially 
as it influences the self-organization of incarcerated people in the face of dehumanization and 
lack. In particular, scholars have drawn rough parallels between evangelical groups in prison and 
the prison’s factions, which are tied to and financed through organized crime. Both in Brazil and 
elsewhere in Latin America, scholars have evaluated the role of evangelical Christianity, and 
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particularly conversion, as perhaps the only acceptable route for those within factions to 
peacefully leave (Horne Carter 2014; Johnson 2017). From these analyses, evangelical 
Christianity represents the only viable path through which one might construct a non-criminal 
subjectivity or career. In Rio de Janeiro, Andrew Johnson analyzed the work of both missionaries 
and the evangelical incarcerated, largely through the police lock-ups that held pretrial detainees.46 
 There are a wide range of denominations represented by the religious volunteers who enter 
Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. The majority of these are Pentecostal, a branch that places a particular 
emphasis on the direct access that the faithful have to the gifts of the Holy Spirit, such as 
speaking in tongues. For this reason, perhaps, Johnson’s work in Rio de Janeiro concentrates on 
what he terms as “prison Pentecostalism” (2017). Here I speak of evangelicalism more broadly, 
for two reasons. First, I follow the work of Kevin O’Neill in framing Christianity as an aspiration 
rather than a bounded religious community (2015). For O’Neill, working on the imbrications of 
religion and security in Guatemala, Christianity emerges through demands of piety; that is, to 
become better through a process of interrogating oneself in order to re-establish a relationship to 
God (2015). Such work, in Rio as much as Guatemala, blurs denominational boundaries. Second, 
as an emic category evangelical (“evangélico”) or simply Christian (“cristão”)47 were far more 
prevalent and operative among both incarcerated people and resocialization workers than 
Pentecostal. The separate cells were referred to as evangelical, as was the temple, the collective 
work of missionaries across churches, and the broader community of the faithful. 
 Occasionally conflicts between denominations came to the fore, most often in disputes 
between religious volunteers over the uses of the shared temple, as well as a broader suspicion of 
the work of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, the denomination with by far the 
largest presence in the prison system and one that was seen as something of an outlier. But these 
differences were far less important for incarcerated people, who would rarely align themselves 
with one church or another.  Magnolia and many others from the Baptist church, a non-
Pentecostal denomination, often noted that during services the congregation would often invoke 
the call-and-response dynamic of Pentecostalism or show intense experiences, from breaking 
down in tears to falling on the floor and speaking in tongues – one jokingly referred herself as a 
“Bapticostal” while in prison, a term that speaks to how the boundaries between specific 
theological traditions blurred within the prison system. 
 This chapter moves back and forth in its examination of evangelical Christianity between 
missionaries such as Magnolia and the incarcerated themselves. In doing so, I want to consider 
what is at stake for each group as they grapple with the entanglements between incarceration and 
their faith. The social intimacy and the community of faith that Christianity produces allow for 
passage between that harsh divide between prison worker and incarcerated person. The idea of a 
community constituted by incarcerated people, outside volunteers, and even prison staff and 
correctional officers, is both radical and tangible, particularly in the space of the temple. In no 
other arena of prison life does even the assumption of a shared community emerge so clearly 
beyond appeals to abstract figures of humanity or citizenship. But this community is one marked 
by tension as much as solidarity, both inside prison and out, as evangelicals struggle both with 

 
46 These lockups were entirely under police custody and were abolished over a number of years as the pretrial 
population moved entirely under the prison administration’s custody, under the auspices of the prison administration 
(SEAP) rather than the civil police. 
47 As used by evangelicals, the term cristão excludes Catholicism. 
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the expectations of one another and with the weight of a world saturated with sin, yet one in 
which they must dedicate themselves to transform. 
 
Testify 
 The first thing I learned about Elias was that he had planned to kill himself on the first 
birthday he passed in prison. I had met him in Magnolia’s church-based support group for 
formerly incarcerated people and family members of those still imprisoned, and as soon as 
Magnolia introduced me and my project he came up to me to give me his number. A few days 
later we were sitting on the balcony of a public hospital where his wife was being treated for 
some minor complications in her pregnancy, and Elias began by explaining to me his brush with 
death and what had pulled him back: 

I was already tripping, taking the drug in my veins and I really wanted to kill myself I’d lost 
my family, I’d lost everything, I’d lost money, I’d lost – and I saw an exit. And a friend had 
sent me cocaine for my birthday in prison, and I decided that with that cocaine I would 
commit suicide, I could kill myself quickly, and I started taking it, needle in the vein, needle 
in the vein, needle in the vein, when I had summoned the courage I was already tripping and 
now I’m going to give me the big dose and it’s going to be my last one, but I couldn’t do it, I 
couldn’t get the needle into my arms, my legs, my feet. I tried to snort it, I couldn’t even 
snort cocaine, it seemed like it wouldn’t go in, my body didn’t let it enter, and I was 
despairing in that cell with nothing to do and I turned on the television, and in prison there 
were only two channels, and one was evangelical, and I ended up settling on that one, and 
when I stopped to watch, in the exact moment that I stopped to watch to pay attention was 
when the pastor said “you who are thinking of taking your life, I don’t know where you are 
in this moment, if you are at home or if you’re at work, if you’re in prison, even. You who 
are thinking of taking your life now I am going to tell you this, this and this” - and what she 
spoke about was my life, right? It was me she was talking about, that I couldn’t find a 
solution, but that it wasn’t all lost, everything had a solution, and in that moment I started 
crying and I asked God, I asked God, I asked God, and she was talking and I was crying and 
asking God, and the funny thing was that in the end – actually, it’s not funny – she was 
speaking the truth, she said “God in this moment will give you gifts.” And I had never 
touched the guitar, there was a guitar in the cell, and even today I don’t know if it was like 
miming, or a gift, or what it was, but I know that I picked up that guitar and I played it, and 
in that exact moment I composed my first louvor.48 And in that moment of my life I began to 
transform. 

As we continued to talk, he traced his life outwards from this moment, reaching to the before and 
after, to give me his biography. Found in a pile of trash on the streets of São Paulo as a baby, he 
was taken to a hospital and adopted by a middle-class white family. He joined the military as a 
young man but was discharged a few years later for issues related to drugs. It was here that he 
began work within São Paulo’s faction, the PCC, and later with Rio’s Red Command. “I was the 
dono do morro [“king of the hill”],” he repeatedly told me, “they called me Elias the Rottweiler.” 
Now with his first wife and children, he began using “macumba”49 to protect him in his work. He 

 
48 A song of praise to God. 
49 In this context Elias used macumba as a catch-all phrase to identify Afro-Brazilian religious traditions and 
practices, with a negative connotation. 
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lifted his shirt to how me the scars from bullet wounds and the tattoos he had written on his body 
to keep him from death. But this all came to an end when he was imprisoned. 
 During my fieldwork, I never asked currently or formerly incarcerated people of their life 
history before the moment of their incarceration, except to clarify specific details when they 
offered it to me. To ask an incarcerated person their biography is inevitably a loaded question, 
one anchored around the question of crime; it suggests a life whose meaning and explanation lies 
in some trajectory that leads, almost inevitably, into prison. I was also aware that those in the 
prison system had passed through a series of interrogations, from police, lawyers and judges, to 
psychologists and social workers. As discussed in Chapter 2, these biographies rely upon 
standard racialized tropes of familial and community dysfunction; making sense of the person is 
almost always understood as making sense of the criminal career, and the repeated questioning 
implies that there is nothing else to be found in such a life. While the form that these histories 
take is important, and it offers one way for the incarcerated to account for themselves, I reasoned 
that mining personal histories to make sense of the present produced a specific relationship with 
the interviewee that I aimed to avoid. 
 When I worked with evangelicals, however, they traced their biographies freely and often 
repeatedly. Testimony, in the evangelical Christian sense, is a speech genre in which the story of 
the individual attests to the power that God has over one’s life, once one chooses to accept Him.  
It is an expository and confessional mode of accounting for the self, but the telling of this story 
also changes the world by bringing its audience closer to experiencing this same conversion. 
These stories move people, bring them closer to God. Testimony is a moral duty for the faithful, 
and the story told is uniquely individual and yet part of the universal, or at least universally 
available, possibility of being born-again. Elias often spoke about creating a movie out of his life 
that he might show to others. When he gave his testimony to me he also made his life available 
to move me, a non-Christian, and you, the reader. But testimony is also important within the 
community of the faithful as a way of reaffirming and reproducing one’s commitment to the life 
that one chose at the moment of conversion, and to giving thanks for the gifts that one has 
received as a result. Almost every religious service, both in prison and in Magnolia’s support 
group, for instance, included an opportunity for the congregation to “give a testimony” or “give a 
word.” 
 Christianity, and particularly its evangelical varieties, understands the potential for human 
change through the figure of conversion. This moment of conversion is predicated upon a 
temporal rupture between the self that precedes and the one that follows it (Robbins 2010). In 
this line of argument, conversion marks one of the three fundamental ruptures that structure a 
Christian experience of time and the world – the other two being the death and resurrection of 
Jesus, marking God’s new covenant, and the anticipated rupture of His return and the End of 
Days. As Chua remarks, this rupture is not necessarily absolute or complete, and there exists 
continuities across this moment of conversion, both for individuals and communities (Chua 
2012). But this moment of conversion is invested with the power of a profound reorientation 
towards life and to the world. It is a possibility open to essentially anyone – in a sense, it is also 
an inevitability, with the guaranteed end of the world after the creation of a universal Christian 
community. In this sense, evangelicals divide society into Christians and future Christians – 
those who had not converted, like myself, simply had not converted yet. While we ran the danger 
of dying without opening ourselves to God’s grace, we also had the potential to live this same 
conversion, and to be moved to it through such testimony. Upon learning of my lack of faith, 
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evangelicals would inevitably respond with a testimony of their own experience of conversion 
and tell me that one day the same would happen to me. 
 This work of testimony carries particular significance for those in prison, however. First, 
because it is a counter-narrative against the kinds of biographies built up by courts, social 
workers and psychologists. It resists the division of life into a before and after marked by the 
crime for which a person is convicted. Instead, the principal fulcrum comes a few days or months 
or years afterwards, while in prison. The moment that defines one’s life and worth is one of 
introspection, built not out of the courts with their own kinds of testimony but from some direct 
but often unanticipated contact with God in a moment of crisis that produces a completely new 
vantage point from which to understand the self, the world, and the future. God spoke through 
the bishop, through the television, to Elias at the point of his greatest despair and greatest need. 
And the miracle of this new self was not simply a rejection of suicide, but the way his fingers 
moved across the guitar strings like he had always known, and the song that he sang that night, 
and again to me, many years later. Elias offered himself up as an instrument of God, and he was 
given an instrument in return. 
 The stories of conversion I heard from currently and formerly incarcerated people, like those 
outside, were generally anchored around a moment of profound despair. Unlike other 
testimonies, the despair of the incarcerated was generally caused by proximity to death. In many 
cases, people described an extreme closeness to death, feeling it bear down upon them, in a way 
that was absent from others, particularly missionaries. In the case of Elias, it was his own – 
confined in prison, with all of the social relationships that had sustained him flaking off, death 
pressed itself upon him as a potential exit. In that of another incarcerated man, Marco, it was his 
daughter, who was gravely ill with meningitis. When his mother brought him the news he had 
broken down, and immediately went to the church where an evangelical service was taking 
place, carrying the daughter’s photo with him. “I started talking to God, I asked Him to take my 
life but save hers, and I asked everyone to pray for her as well.” When his daughter was released 
from hospital “without any permanent damage” he came back to the church, where the Pastor, 
who he did not know, called him out by name: “Marco Henrique da Costa, God has sent me to 
tell you that you achieved what you sought. The cure of your daughter was decreed.” Then the 
pastor asked him, “‘And now, will you make a decision or not? Will you accept Jesus?’” As 
Marco explained, “From that day forward I’ve been a practicing Christian.” 
 These brushes with death mark the limits of non-Christian life and agency, which are then 
opened up by divine intervention – in one case responding to a call, in the other beaming through 
a television set. In either case, conversion is marked by the establishment of a communion with 
God, one that opens up possibilities in the world to the extent that the convert himself becomes 
open to a divine will. Both Marco and Elias accepted the message from the divine and committed 
themselves to a Christian life. But it is important to signal that this moment of conversion, in and 
of itself, does not constitute a complete transformation. Instead, it marks the beginning of a much 
longer process of change, one that extends out into the future. This was the first step along a 
lifelong path. 
 This moment of conversion involves accepting the task of creating a new subjectivity and 
disposition to the universe and social life. In this sense of a break, it might conform to a temporal 
discontinuity that Michael Lambek describes as a “mimetic” model of personhood (2013). The 
mimetic person stands in opposition to the “modern” forensic person as elaborated in classic 
liberal theory, a socially discontinuous and temporally continuous individual, self-sovereign and 
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self-same, constructed over a linear biography. Jurisprudence and particularly criminal justice 
rely upon this forensic person, particularly in adulthood, where legal responsibility for past 
actions is self-evident – any kind of break in the subject’s timeline is only legible to the law as 
madness. Against this, the mimetic person is the product of breaks, disjunctures, as well as an 
openness to introjection, to being projected upon, becoming the project of another. 
 Occasionally in prison the friction between these two models of selfhood came out, 
particularly during religious services. In perhaps the most explicit example, a missionary once 
recounted to me a prison visit with a pastor, who at one point in the service called out for those 
who were willing to accept Jesus into their lives to raise their hands. When only a few hands 
were raised, the pastor promised that for those who made this commitment today, their case files 
would immediately burn up. This vanquishing of both the past and the entire bureaucratic 
structure that held the person captive to it was a direct demonstration of the victory of those 
reborn. But this missionary recounted the tale as a cautionary one, chuckling to himself at the 
pastor’s hubris and the congregation’s enthusiasm, producing what became almost a caricature of 
the act of conversion. 
 Anthropologists have occasionally attended to the stakes at play in the difference between 
the secular state’s notions of personhood and those of evangelical Christianity. But these 
accounts often simplify the trajectory of conversion by positing rebirth as a kind of denial, an 
easy sense of detachment from one’s past or a “desire to forget” (e.g. Garcia 2008: 736). Such an 
assumption misses two key elements of rebirth. First, to become an evangelical Christian is not 
simply to cast off one’s suffering or doubts but also to take up the cross, to assume the burden of 
navigating a fundamentally fallen society, and to commence a kind of inquisition of the self that 
is never-ending and requires an astounding level of diligence and discipline. Magnolia’s son, 
Pastor Bruno, spoke of this in terms of a distinction between “accepting Jesus” – the moment in 
which one commits to reorienting one’s life according to Christ – and the real conversion – a 
work without end, the constant opening of oneself up to being transformed by God that 
characterizes being “on the right path.” Second, the past is an absent presence for the Christian 
convert, whose life and work is constantly built in conversation and contradistinction to it 
(Teixeira Dias 2016). The act of dissociation makes forgetting the past impossible; one’s former 
self is always present, discursively invoked as the image against which the Christians construct 
themselves. This is why Elias would tell me about his life before conversion and would testify 
about his first birthday in prison, to myself, to others, and to himself – again, and again, and 
again. 
 
Prison, Church, World 
 Since the democratization of Brazil brought evangelical churches into the nation’s prisons, 
they have constituted a significant presence in carceral life. However, in that time, the position of 
the religion and its followers has shifted significantly. For instance, in the early 2000s Camila 
Dias examined the social and religious life of incarcerated Pentecostal men in São Paulo’s prison 
system. The religious landscape she constructs in this period points to incarcerated evangelicals 
as a persecuted minority group within prisons. As she argues, “In their relations with the carceral 
mass, evangelicals are considered extremely untrustworthy, unworthy of belonging to the world 
of crime [mundo do crime], subjected to all sorts of humiliations” (2008). This generalized form 
of mistrust also spread, according to Dias, to the prison administration, who considered the 
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conversion of the imprisoned50 a scripted performance to attain some measure of security or 
respectability. Journalists and scholars reproduce the same suspicion; one notable example is 
Drauzio Varella, the physician and journalist who documented his experience in the infamous 
Carandiru prison complex and who described conversion as a shrewd act to remove oneself from 
violence, particularly to avoid retaliation for unpaid debts (1999). The phrase “hiding behind the 
Bible” was a common phrase to describe those who had “supposedly” found God as a form of 
survival. The result of this viewpoint, as Dias documents, was a constant torment and ritualized 
humiliation of the believers, and occasionally even missionary volunteers, in order to test their 
faith. 
 During my fieldwork I encountered some traces of this instrumentalist view. Once a social 
worker commented to me sarcastically about the Criminological Exam that “everyone seems to 
have found God in here. And sometimes I ask them – out in the city there is a church on every 
street corner, but you could only find Him here?.” Nevertheless, I found none of the kinds of 
humiliations that Dias and others described during my fieldwork in 2016 and 2017. Even when it 
appeared, the assumption that conversion was an act of instrumental self-interest (rather than 
self-sacrifice) seemed less of a direct accusation and more of a lingering doubt. Part of this 
reflects the continued increase in visibility of evangelical Brazilians of all social classes. In 
previous decades most evangelical communities were concentrated in poor and peripheral 
neighborhoods. Today the majority of evangelicals are poor and Black (Mafra 2011); however, 
many wealthier Brazilians have also converted. Within prisons, guards, psychologists, social 
workers, and many high-level administrators now profess this same faith as those under their 
custody. 
 One important consequence of this shift, as I have mentioned, was a growing agreement 
between many both the imprisoned and the administration that the Bible was the only effective 
tool for transformation – whether inside prison or out. This philosophy was often espoused in 
public events, for instance, by Colonel Gilson, the sub-secretary referred to in the introduction of 
this thesis and the man responsible for the co-ordination of “treatment” in the prison system, 
including work such as Project Life, and authorizing and overseeing the work of all religious 
volunteers in prison. Gilson was a personable man who worked well with non-religious 
initiatives including Project Life, and an education project run by the Black activist Nelson 
Mandela Institute, among others. He was also well-known to evangelical missionaries and many 
of the incarcerated faithful as a “man of God” and a “brother in faith.” Over the course of his 
tenure what I saw as the line between religious and secular forms of assistance were regularly 
blurred,51 and evangelical groups were given the capacity to run programs outside typical 
religious services. This included an initiative financed by churches to bring volunteer doctors 
into the system called “the Love that Cures”; and a standing contract with one Assemblies of 

 
50 More than half of those who identified as evangelical in Dias’ study converted while in the prison system. 
51 Catholic missionaries and secular prison workers often expressed their concern with the increasing scope of 
evangelical activities in prison and their growing fusion with the administration. It is important to note, however, 
that evangelicals themselves were often critical of having to play an expanded role in prisons. They understood their 
role as a stopgap in the face of the failure of the state to provide basic services. As guardians of “human dignity” 
they mobilized resources and connections outside prison to provide some basic services. But this recognition of the 
failure of the state was always couched in non-conflictual terms; they aimed to collaborate with the administration 
rather than publicly denounce it. They also had little competition in carrying out this work – very few groups are 
interested in the kind of work that evangelicals carry out in prison. 
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God church as the only authorized celebrant for collective weddings in the system. At the same 
time, missionaries stressed that they supported secularity (“laicidade”) – meaning, for them, a 
state that professed no religion – even as they fought rigorously against secularism (“laicismo”) - 
an “ideology” that prohibited the practice of religion in the public sphere and state institutions. 
 This newfound focus on the Bible as the transformative agent has also shifted the priorities 
of resocialization work. Evangelical missionaries, for instance, were particularly concerned with 
levels of functional illiteracy in the prison system, and many ran adult literacy classes in units as 
part of their religious work. Magnolia’s son, Bruno, also occasionally brought his optometrist 
wife into René Dotti to diagnose visual problems and provide reading glasses at no cost to those 
imprisoned. Magnolia herself had worked over the last five years with the Biblical Society of 
Brazil and the prison administration to install evangelical libraries in every single prison of the 
state. The Biblical Society of Brazil sent out hundreds of Bibles every month to incarcerated 
people in the state of Rio of different varieties – large font, “study” Bibles with activities, and 
translations aimed at the less literate. 
 For the incarcerated themselves, this shifting religious landscape within prison also changed 
the terms of conversion itself and brought new questions to the problem of living a Christian life 
in prison. To be committed to this process of self-transformation, or to be “on the right path,” is 
hard work. But rather than framing this work in relation to the suspicion of a false conversion, a 
new provocation took its place – that it was easier to be a Christian inside prison than out. 
Evangelicals themselves, whether missionaries or imprisoned, debated this idea with me far more 
than any skeptical outsider. This is not to doubt the sincerity of the conversion itself; instead, it 
suggests that while the life of any Christian is marked by tests of faith, the real indicator of this 
faith is how it stands against the pressures of the world, ones that are largely located outside 
prison. 
 To understand this assertion, we must also grapple with the relationship between evangelical 
Brazilian understandings of the relationship between the community of the faithful and the 
world. The world (“o mundo”), and worldliness, are understood as separate from the evangelical 
community, and from the churches that constitute its center. As Mafra argues, the loosely defined 
dualisms of good and evil in both Catholic and Afro-Brazilian religions are reconfigured in 
Brazilian evangelical Christianity as stark opposites with clearly defined territories as part of an 
ongoing war between the forces of God and those of the Devil (2011). “The world” designates 
that territory belonging to modernity, Catholics, magic, atheists, and the Devil. It is dominated by 
vice and temptation and can bring down all but the most firm in their faith. The church, both as a 
physical space and a community of the faithful, represents a sanctuary against the world; the 
faithful must inevitably navigate through the world but they are not of it. They must avoid 
contamination by the world at all costs – this is an intense labor, both social and spiritual, of 
maintaining boundaries even as one takes part in the battle of God against such forces of evil. 
Mafra identifies this ethic as one of “saintliness,” one that continues a tradition within Brazilian 
Catholicism of the immanence of good and evil but redefines their relationship to space and 
community. 
 An evangelical needs to live her life carefully negotiating her proximity with the world and 
its agents. In René Dotti, this work is territorialized by the division between evangelical wings 
and the cells of the impious, or between the ecumenical temple and the Catholic church. But it is 
also present in the boundaries between prison and the world – that is, prison often appears to be 
significantly removed not just from society but from many of the temptations that might lead one 
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astray. In this sense, prison becomes partially commensurable with church as a refuge, a place at 
a remove at least from some of the dangers of the world. It may be easier to be a Christian in 
prison precisely because isolation removes the difficulty of navigating through this dangerous 
world. This is reinforced by the evangelical wings themselves, which make possible a sentence 
spent almost entirely with “brothers in faith,” in a community with an extremely rigid and 
codified set of rules and schedule for daily life. There were still dangers within prison. In 
particular, most evangelicals showed concern with the three “vices” of crime, drugs, and 
“homosexualism.” But prison nevertheless represented for imprisoned evangelicals a space 
outside the world and worldliness, at least partially sheltered from evil. 
 This is not to say that evangelicals did not look forward to the day of their release, nor that 
non-evangelicals held no anxiety about the challenges of life after prison. But this admixture of 
hope and trepidation was distinct. To find oneself in the world meant the possibility of losing 
one’s way and having one’s faith extinguished, a fate largely synonymous with death. In 
preparation for this moment, evangelicals lived life in prison according to an intense regimen 
structured around individual and collective self-transformation. To live in an evangelical cell, 
one must dedicate oneself to a strict timetable and set of obligations. For instance, in René Dotti 
the day would begin in these cells at 4:00am, beginning with two hours of prayer. The rest of the 
day was structured around cleaning the cell, silent time for Bible reading and collective Bible 
study, attending religious services, and assisting with the upkeep of the temple. Those housed in 
these cells did not participate in soccer matches; they were prohibited from using drugs or cell 
phones; they were obliged to attend at least one religious service each day; and television and 
radio was either prohibited or limited to religious programming. 
 Not all who identified as evangelical lived in these cells. While saintliness requires 
navigating carefully through proximity and distance with the world, many evangelicals found 
different responses to the question of living with the impious. Incarcerated people either 
disagreed with the obligations of the cells or found them impractical or overly onerous. Two 
particular points of contention were the prohibition of cell phones – for many, the only form of 
contact with loved ones – and the separation from other incarcerated people. Elias, for instance, 
moved in and out of evangelical cells over the course of his sentence. As he put it, to remain 
cloistered within the community of the faithful was to preach to the converted. Saintliness, as 
Mafra highlights, exists in constant tension with sincerity, the impetus to speak one’s internal 
truth and to testify (2011). For Elias, at times the evangelical cells provided emotional and 
spiritual support; at others, they in fact impeded him from his mission as an instrument to spread 
God’s word. 
 Between the cells of the evangelicals and the impious, Elias built a religious life that tied 
self-transformation with proselytizing. Alongside prayer and Bible study, he continued to 
compose songs in praise of God, and he excelled at writing and singing music across different 
genres, from Brazilian funk to samba and rock. He also began writing regularly, weaving Biblical 
reflections with insights from his own life and reflecting on the process of gaining control over 
his mind. Much of this writing was thrown out, but many works survived, folded in two and 
slipped into his leather-bound Bible along with song lyrics and lists of faction prison rules. As 
Elias collected this material, his Bible grew fatter, eventually splitting along the spine as his own 
life and words punctuated the testaments: 

06/06/14 I try to look beyond disgrace, defeat, otherwise nothing in my life works out 
since in this moment we enter an infinite abyss by suffering through anticipation. By 
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recognizing this we begin to move beyond the negativism that stops us from surviving any 
difficulty. 

So, reflecting on this I remember a Biblical passage in the Book of Numbers Chapter 13 
that very much describes this pessimistic, negativist act, where Moses sends 12 men to scout 
and write a detailed report on the promised land so that the People of Israel might continue 
their journey, and here enters a lack of trust in yourself, in God, since ten of the chosen 
return running scared saying that it really is the land of mana, milk and honey, but it is 
impossible to take it since it was the land of terrible giants and that it would be impossible to 
overcome them, the negativity of these scouts spread to thousands of people that had fled 
from Egypt, but in the middle of so many negativists and pessimists there are two people, 
Joshua and Caleb. These two are able to take Canaan and so they begin to enjoy the 
blessings of our Lord God who had freed them from slavery in Egypt. 

If we prepare to enter into the reality of this Biblical passage we see how negativism is 
contagious and that many times it doesn’t simply prejudice the negative person but even 
those around them. 

His writings are replete with these lessons, where he at once speaks to himself and an as yet 
unidentified reader. This continuous process brings together work on the self and preaching to 
another – as in testimony, the two are inseparable. Speaking to me after his release, Elias also 
narrated his work in converting others in the cells of the impious. In particular, he spoke to me 
about one idea he had while in one of these cells – gathering his cellmates around, he handed out 
pieces of paper and asked them to complete the sentence: “Society is....” As he had expected, the 
responses expressed rage and hostility – society is corrupt, society is cruel, society is unjust, 
society is cowardly. Then he asked everyone to cross out “Society is” and replace it with “I am.” 
After he made that announcement, the group turned angry and tore up their papers. “But one man 
stayed to talk to me, and that one was important.” 
 The music, the written reflections, and the group exercise are all particularly focused on the 
power of words to provoke a shift in the person. They are words that echo the word of God – 
both as a reflection of God and through a belief in a certain effectiveness regardless of the 
intention or positionality of the listener. Words establish direct communication with God and 
allow one to carry a divine message to another. In another conversation with Elias after his 
release, he suggested that those leaving prison should be required to attend at least three or four 
church services every week, regardless of their religious beliefs. When I asked him what good 
that would do to a non-believer, he responded with the Portuguese phrase “wet water on a hard 
stone strikes until it pierces.”52 The phrase extolls the virtues of patience and diligence; but it also 
suggests that the flow of words has an effect regardless of the intention or disposition of the 
listener, running over and shaping even he hardest, most intransigent soul. 
 Those who become known for their diligent study and use of the word, from their 
knowledge of scripture to their skills in oratory and testimony, are often recognized within prison 
as pastors. Every evangelical cell in the state of Rio de Janeiro has as its political and spiritual 
representative at least one pastor. They are generally older than most of the incarcerated – Elias, 
for example, became a pastor during his final years of imprisonment, in his late thirties. The 
figure of the pastor solidifies the analogy between church and prison. These pastors provide 
emotional and spiritual guidance to their incarcerated brethren. They also represent the interests 

 
52 “Agua mole, pedra dura, tanto bate até que fura” 
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of each cell to other pastors, to the leadership of the impious (i.e. the “commission”), and the 
prison administration. Imprisoned pastors have no link to one particular evangelical church, 
although they may align themselves with one doctrine over another. But they solidify a structure 
at once spiritual and political that demarcates a community of the faithful living in solidarity 
with one another and against the world. They do not, however, run any religious services in the 
temple – instead, they act as volunteers to clean the space and organize the congregation. 
 It was in the temple that Magnolia helped to build that this relationship between prison, 
church, and world was articulated most clearly. The room was strangely elongated, with a 
shallow raised area in the center flanked by pews out on all sides. Here I attended many religious 
services with Magnolia or her son, Bruno, who continues his mother’s vocation both as a pastor 
in the prison system. The services he conducted generally began with a series of songs played by 
a band over a loudspeaker. These included works composed by the imprisoned, which included 
titles such as “René Dotti is a School of Prophets.” Missionaries and pastors would, in turns, 
stand on the pulpit, building a fervor through scripture and the call-and-response style 
characteristic of Brazilian Pentecostalism, with the energy echoing back and forth between 
speaker and the congregation. Towards the end of the service, pastors would ask if anyone in the 
audience would like to accept Jesus for the first time, or perhaps return to God’s path after being 
led astray. 
 Alongside Leonardo’s theater group, mentioned in the previous chapter, René Dotti 
contained another group, whose members were entirely from the evangelical cells. Occasionally 
they also had the opportunity to perform in front of the audience during these services. It was 
during a service with Bruno that I witnessed one of their works, based on the Parable of the 
Sower. Sitting in the front row, I heard the narrator’s voice booming from the loudspeaker behind 
me, announcing the stage for the first scene – Sunday, an evangelical church in Rio’s periphery, a 
religious service. This theatrical church was super-imposed on the one we were standing in, and 
as the audience we were all drawn into the scene as spectators. While Bruno remained on the 
stage, an actor came up, a prison pastor, and began performing the final moments of the service. 
Voice booming, he asked if there was anyone in the audience who desired to accept Jesus into 
their life at that moment. Four men, dispersed among the pews, came to the front and stood just 
beneath the pulpit. Here he asked the men, one by one, if they would give their lives to God – 
one by one, each said yes. Many members of the audience began participating, shouting with 
“Hallelujah” and “Glory to God” echoing across the room. But, the narrator cautioned us over 
the loudspeaker, there are different “levels” of accepting Christ into one’s life. And a seed 
planted on barren soil will shrivel and die before it bears fruit. 
 The rest of the piece followed the lives of these four men in the weeks and months following 
this moment. On “Level 1”53 the first convert was walking past a bar when a friend asked him to 
stop for a drink. When he refused, the friend began to laugh at him, and told him the only Bible 
he would ever need was the one in his pocket – pulling out a pistol constructed of cardboard 
from his pocket. He convinced the newly converted man to open a can of beer, and together they 
began planning a kidnapping, eventually walking off the pulpit inebriated and dreaming of 
riches. But, the narrator warned us, they were ultimately caught in a shootout with police, and 

 
53 The levels were marked on posters stuck to the wall at the back of the pulpit. As one scene followed the other, an 
actor would tear off the front paper to reveal another one indicating the following level. 
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both the convert and his friend were killed. Sirens and gunshots rang out from the loudspeaker. 
End of scene. 
 Level 2 began with a man receiving a call from a friend, telling him his wife and child had 
been in an accident. Rushing to the hospital, the friend met him and asked him to calm down and 
trust in God, but this man was too distraught to pay any attention, either to God or to the man in 
front of him. From off the pulpit, Magnolia walked up with a stethoscope dangling around her 
neck and, shaking her head, told the man that his wife and child had died. The scene cut back to 
his home, where the man pulled out the same cardboard pistol from Level 1 and shot himself. On 
Level 3, a pastor visited the new convert and asked why he had stopped attending church. The 
man explained that he had just received a promotion and was simply too busy, but pointed to all 
the new appliances and furniture that he had been able to buy. When the pastor finally convinced 
the man to agree to come to church on Sunday he left, running into a friend on the way out who 
was there to visit the convert. This friend convinced the man to go out partying that night, 
promising that the “girl” he had had his eye on would be present. The man first said no, but 
eventually decided that church would be there every day, but this party might be a once in a 
lifetime experience. They then leave together, and the narrator finishes the story – the man gets 
drunk at the party, picks up the girl, and on their way to a motel he loses control of the car and 
crashes. He dies, and the girl is seriously injured. 
 We finally arrive at Level 4 with a man returning to his favela as a man of God. Entering the 
local boca de fumo54, he is recognized by men brandishing cardboard weapons, but he tells his 
former “brothers” that he was now happy as a man of God, and while he is poor, he can sleep 
safely at night without worrying that rivals might kill him or his family. Eventually he is laughed 
out of the space – but as he leaves, one man follows, telling him that he wants to give up his life 
and find “real” work, to be present for his children and see them grow up. He brings out his 
pistol and throws it on the ground, and the convert puts his hands on the man’s shoulders and, 
repeating the phrase of the pastor, asked him if he would accept Jesus into his life that day. When 
the man says yes, they embrace to the applause of the audience. 
 The superimposition of one church on another within the play in the first scene blurs the 
lines between the two, between the imprisoned and the free faithful. This also dissolved the 
difference that between Bruno, the missionary pastor, and the actor playing a pastor, as both 
stood on the pulpit/stage in similar roles in the first scene, with Bruno even standing back as the 
prison pastor took the microphone. As with the theater performance discussed in the previous 
chapter, this work does not assume any particular specificity to either the condition or the 
character of the imprisoned. But all of the scenes in which the converted are lead off the path of 
God are still located neither in prison nor in church but in the world. The weight of the world 
bears down on these men with an inexorable pull, like gravity. When Marco, whose daughter 
almost died of meningitis, invited me to his church’s service while he serving time in house 
arrest, his pastor demonstrated this principle with his own daughter. Calling her up to the pulpit, 
he stepped down beneath her and grabbed her hand. It was so much easier, he showed us, to pull 
someone down off the pulpit, than to pull someone up to it. The faithful must constantly find the 
strength to bear this burden through a direct relationship to God and His word. The alternative is 
death. As in the case of testimony, death is both the telos and the limit of a worldly life. In the 
case of the play, I was struck as an audience member by the immediacy of death, arriving swiftly 

 
54 Literally “mouth of smoke,” the phrase refers to the point of sale for drugs. 
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at or directly after the moment that one was pulled away from God. There was no time to turn 
around or steer back on course after a diversion when one abandons one’s faith. 
 But death here is also allied with another figure that emerges in the world and as a potential 
danger to the faithful – the friend. Friendship in the play is a social relation that can drag one 
down to the world and thereby to death. Each level involves a friend, apparently known from 
before the protagonists’ conversions. In Levels 1 and 3, the friend recognizes something within 
the protagonist that the protagonist has attempted to cast off with their conversion – alcohol 
looms large in both cases, but sex also appears in the “girl” offered as a gift in Level 3.55 In both 
cases, the friend refused to acknowledge the transformation that the two men ostensibly 
experienced in giving their lives to God – and this refusal is in fact confirmed when the men 
offer only token resistance to their friends’ suggestions and turn back to the world. In Level 4, 
the former friends and colleagues laugh at the new man who stands in front of them. But the 
laughter recognizes even as it belittles the new path the man has chosen. 
 The play does not damn friendship outright. In Level 2 it is the friend who offers a voice of 
reason and faith in a moment of profound despair; the man’s error is to not hear this message in 
the midst of his own suffering. But it does cast a shadow on a particular kind of social tie, and in 
particular points to the paradox of a converted men whose social life has not been transformed 
along the lines of his faith. Friendship is a hazard for the faithful when it crosses the line between 
the church and the world. There is a parallel here between the theater group’s performance and 
the kinds of biographies constructed in the criminal exam, whose life story runs from a 
dysfunctional family to “falling into the wrong crowd” in adolescence and early adulthood. 
Resocialization, while positing a return, necessitates the stitching together of a new social life, 
particularly as it regards friendship. One prison psychiatrist in an interview suggested that 
Brazilian penal sentences needed to be lengthened, because the typical convictions that result in 
two to four years in prison were not sufficient to dissolve the social network and ties that lead the 
incarcerated person to crime in the first place. But the scope of pathological relations is far 
broader for evangelicals – first, since danger extends far beyond any notion of crime; second, 
since the world is a space to search for refuge from, rather than inclusion within. The task of the 
converted, as in Level 4, is to become an instrument of God, and in doing so take on his role as 
the unmoved mover, capable of reaching out to others but not being affected by them. 
 As I will elaborate in the following chapter, family, rather than friendship, is often posited as 
the salvation of the imprisoned, both for secular prison workers and for the religious. This 
includes the assistance of family members (in men’s prisons, largely mothers, wives, and sisters), 
as well as a turn to respectable masculinity by assuming the role of father and husband. Men find 
their way in the world as protectors to women and children, and this protectorship forces a 
reorientation of one’s life and morality, as in the final scene where the convert no longer has to 
worry about bullets finding his wife and child. But in this performance even family must be 
subsumed to God; In Level 2, the man invested more in his family than in God did not stop to 
listen to Him when they died and severed his relationship with Him by killing himself. Social 
relations, and particularly kinship, may provide a source of support in the transformation 
articulated as following the path of God. But there are no social relations that are immune from 

 
55 It is important to note that despite the circulation of prosperity gospel narratives within prison, the play seems to 
follow a more “traditional” Pentecostal or evangelical stance in portraying wealth as a distraction, even to the point 
of drawing parallels between the “criminal” wealth of Level 1 and the licit one of Level 3. 
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the danger of distancing one from God except insofar as those relationships are sustained and 
linked to the direct communion with the deity Himself. 
 Resocialization is one word among many that evangelicals use to refer to a profound moral 
and spiritual reorientation that the incarcerated undergo in seeking to change themselves. 
“Recuperation” is another, a phrase that, unlike resocialization, is also used for addiction 
recovery. The distinction between the two is also blurred in many contexts, particularly 
recuperation centers run through churches that the same strategies and narratives of recovery for 
both (Teixeira Dias 2016). But what is resocialization when one understands change to require a 
recognition that the world is fallen, and that society is a place of vice and danger rather than one 
that promises a future? Here evangelicals depart significantly from the juridical understanding of 
release and reform as a path towards return and belonging. The resocialized will not take their 
place in society but rather are enlisted in a broader project to transform it, conquering the world 
against the forces of evil. 
 
The Word of the Year is Hope 
 On the days in which she did not enter prison, Magnolia worked in a church in a largely 
lower middle class suburb in Rio de Janeiro’s North Zone. It was in this church’s basement that I 
first met Elias, during one of the monthly meetings held in a clean, air-conditioned white room 
with boarded-up windows. But Magnolia spent most of her days here in a small office above the 
church, which was filled with photos, files, and donated clothing. Sitting at her desk, she 
received a constant stream of calls every day, asking for help finding work, medical care, or 
food. I arrived here one afternoon in early 2017. Magnolia was sitting behind her desk, her son 
Bruno standing beside her. On the other side was another man, Milton. Bruno had visited the 
prison in the morning to conduct a service; at the same time he was leaving, Milton was being 
released from his sentence. The man had regularly attended these services over his sentence and 
had recognized Bruno – with the two of them now outside the prison gates, Milton had asked 
Bruno where to go, since he had no family and no particular prospects, after having spent so 
many years in prison. Bruno drove him immediately to Magnolia’s office, where Jefferson – a 
volunteer for the program who had also spent time in René Dotti – had offered to put him up for 
the night. Magnolia had also found a shelter for him to move to the following day. 
 Milton seemed happy at this news, although he also appeared overwhelmed by the day’s 
events, telling us that his release was abrupt and unexpected, and he had complained to the 
prison guards that he had nowhere to go. Magnolia asked me to go through the bags of clothes 
leaning against the wall to find something in his size. But before I had the chance to find 
something, she brought us all out of the office and into the hallway outside, where a banner stood 
with the organization’s name. She asked Milton and Jefferson, who had agreed to host him for 
the night, to stand in front of the banner. They took their positions, and Jefferson put his arm 
around Milton’s shoulder, other arm holding out a Bible in front of his body. Magnolia explained 
that this would be a “before and after” photo, with Milton standing there in his prison uniform – 
blue jeans, a plain white t-shirt, and white flip flops – and Jefferson, now several years after his 
release, clean, Bible in hand, wearing the uniform of the group’s volunteers, and smiling. 
 Magnolia attended to men like Milton and their families every day. Occasionally, they had 
just been released from prison – often, they were directed to the organization on their first visit to 
the parole office, or through a local church. Many also heard of the group from word of mouth 
while in prison. Having worked in the prison system for many years, Magnolia and her 



 

 

100 
organization were relatively well-known. During 2016 and 2017 in particular the group was 
forced to deal with a surge in demand, since what was then understood as the economic “crisis” 
had forced similar groups, particularly Catholic and secular ones, to suspend or pull back their 
support for those impacted by incarceration. As a result, they would redirect those in need to 
Magnolia; some of these men would walk for hours from other parts of Rio’s periphery, arriving 
tired, sweating, and without change for the bus fare home. 
 The fact that evangelical churches provide both a community and a social safety net has 
been recognized by churches themselves, state actors, and anthropologists, for many decades. 
evangelical Christianity constitutes a capillary network, both of faith and of service provisions. 
This network links smaller churches to larger and better-resourced ones; directs those in need to 
evangelical health providers or social workers; and has minimal barriers to access compared with 
state-run services. These ties have the capacity to corral resources and services with an efficiency 
often far greater than that of the state. Even two decades ago, when the churches’ influence was 
much smaller, anthropologist Alba Zaluar recognized that in Rio state institutions had largely 
failed in the “socialization” of youths from the periphery, while “everything indicates that, in 
fact, it is evangelicals who are able to work constantly for the prevention and reeducation of drug 
users and criminals,” although she remained skeptical of their potential: “Regarding their 
permanence or efficiency, we must wait and see” (1997: 130). 
 On the one hand, Zaluar’s skepticism regarding the efficacy of this work is perhaps 
understandable. Fluctuations in rates of crime in recent years, and particularly the spike in crime 
since 2014 in Rio de Janeiro, show little correlation with the steady rise of the evangelical 
faithful. But on the other, the abstraction of the question of “efficiency” to statistics effaces the 
forms of personhood and sociality that constitute evangelical Christianity’s understanding of 
itself (Garriott and O’Neill 2008). We can see in both the play and Elias’ “Society is/I am” 
exercise the focus and valorization on the individual, the one who stays even as others laugh at 
them, a figure completely lost in this zoomed-out perspective. Likewise, in the final scene of the 
play, it is the one who listens, who turns away, rather than the mass, who both proves and passes 
on the transformative power of God. 

The statistical view also fails to grasp another key reality of Rio de Janeiro’s peripheries: 
they are full of figures of successful transformation. These characters abound alongside the 
spectacular and slow violence of racism and poverty. The ex-criminal, (“ex-bandido”), the man56 
who through God and church was able to leave a criminal career and find his path, appears in 
almost every church in Rio’s peripheries. In almost all of the roughly dozen churches I attended 
over the course of fieldwork, upon learning of my research the pastor or missionary would call 
for one of these men to see me; they were often (but not always) formerly incarcerated. They 
always began by giving me their testimony to aid me in my research. Rio is saturated with 
“after” photos, living images and testimonies to the reformative power of faith. These figures 
index both the transformative power of conversion and the potential of the evangelical 
community to materially and spiritually support those who make the decision to lead a Christian 
life. 
 Milton left prison a converted man. What remained was for him to find a place for himself 
and build a social life in and through that faith. Standing to his side, arm over his shoulder, 
Jefferson demonstrated the fruits of a commitment to that goal, with his other arm holding the 

 
56 The figure is always masculine; there is no equivalent image of the “bandida.” 
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instrument that made it all possible. The photo thereby stages a hopeful narrative both for Milton 
and for those in similar positions. Hope and its opposite, despair, constitute a conceptual binary 
that structured the work and the language of Magnolia’s group. Magnolia saw the “crisis” of 
Brazil in the moment as a crisis of hope, one which resonated among the formerly incarcerated 
as they struggled to build a life in the middle of this malaise. She began the first group meeting 
in 2017, as she normally did, by talking to her audience of around fifty people. Microphone in 
hand, she thanked all of us for coming and wished us a happy new year. But, she added, “there 
are still so many problems in Brazil, and people who have lost all credibility,” referring to the 
corruption scandal that had engulfed the nation’s then-dominant parties. “The Word is dying in 
so many hearts, but we cannot give up. I want you to focus on one word this year – hope.” She 
asked us to repeat the word back to her, then continued “Even though so many are despairing, 
God does not let me lose hope.” She pointed to the audience as evidence of this hope – here was 
a “union” of men and women, people who had come from different criminal “factions” but were 
sitting together as one. Soon after she was joined by another volunteer to explain a new 
partnership with a management firm for several condominiums, looking to hire workers as 
doormen or maintenance workers. “I understand that the job market is difficult. But despair is a 
word we need to throw out of our vocabulary.” 
 Over the rest of the year, Magnolia constantly came back to hope as a topic of discussion. 
This was always in conversation with Rio de Janeiro’s, and indeed Brazil’s, economic and 
political upheavals that were at the time bundled together in a narrative of crisis: “Facing the 
crisis in our country, the crisis in our state, it seems like we can neither move forward or 
backward, it seems like everything is stuck. But we cannot give up hope.” Magnolia generally 
spoke uninterrupted for five or ten minutes at the start of each meeting. After this, we would 
generally sing Christian songs that she had selected, before she opened up the meeting for 
anyone to “give a word, give a testimony,” or occasionally pick up a guitar and perform for the 
group. Participants would return month after month to these meetings, to listen, to speak, and to 
sing. One person absent from these meetings, however, was Milton, with whom Magnolia had 
lost contact soon after that first meeting. 
 Magnolia would never dwell for too long on those who did not return to the group. Instead, 
she brought with her a growing collection of stories of successes and victories, big and small, 
that she found both in prison and without. As she told them, particularly during the monthly 
group meetings, she built a landscape of hope that found worthiness and redemption at every 
turn. Within this landscape, Magnolia never once directly recognized race as a factor either in 
incarceration or the difficulties within finding jobs afterward, and in fact often seem to contort 
her language awkwardly in order to avoid referring to it.57 This is not to say that such a 
recognition is incompatible with her faith – many members of the group spoke about race in their 
testimonies, and her son Bruno, a pastor, constantly spoke out about policing and the penal 
system as racist. But despite her refusal to do the same, the silences and euphemisms that 
punctuated her speech when describing or explaining particular suggested an assumption that 
Blackness was a place of despair from which people should be saved – and that hope, despite 
being universally available, was still nevertheless tied to a sense of whiteness 
 In one meeting in early 2017, for instance, Magnolia spoke to the group of an encounter she 
had in a prison some months prior. After speaking during a religious service, some members of 

 
57 Anthropologist João Vargas refers to this as the dual hypervisibility and negation of race in Brazil (2010). 
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the congregation asked her to speak to a young man who was apparently suicidal, imprisoned 
after a fight involving a woman who has subsequently left him. He had apparently been speaking 
for the last few days of his desires to die and had announced a few hours earlier that today would 
be the day. The others in his cell would take shifts to watch over him during the night. Magnolia 
first offered a short prayer, asking God to help this man, before she was led to the cell to find a 
man clearly distraught and sad. But she also described him as a “beautiful man,” pausing 
awkwardly before saying he had a “good appearance” and mentioning that he had been arrested 
in the city’s wealthy South Zone. As she told the story, she asked this man “How is it that you, 
such a beautiful young man, how can someone like you be distraught like this?” The man replied 
that he was in his third year of university, but that after his arrest his family wanted nothing more 
to do with him. Magnolia reminded him that his family might have left him, that he might have 
even given up on himself, but “God has not given up on you.” These words apparently had a 
huge effect – on her next visit two weeks later the man had recovered and was now working as a 
cleaner in prison. His sentence was short, and Magnolia had recently heard that he had joined a 
church in the South Zone. 
 The story almost gratuitously calls attention to the incarcerated man’s whiteness while 
refusing to name it directly. Magnolia used three markers of whiteness in this very short account, 
including the phrase “good appearance” that is still often listed as a job requirement to signal that 
Black people, particularly those with darker skin, need not apply (Damasceno 2003). The other, 
locating him as a resident of the South Zone, placed him geographically in the center of white 
Rio de Janeiro and, along with his university studies, suggested a firm middle-class wealth. 
Magnolia openly puzzled over this man’s despair when he was a literal embodiment of potential, 
and this potential was thrown into relief by the context of prison and its overwhelmingly Black 
population. And she only did this in thinly veiled racial terms, refusing to name whiteness even 
as she spoke in front of an audience in which I was often the only white member. Part of the 
work of this account was to stress the universality of both despair and hope – that this man, too, 
could be taken over by despair and lose sight of his future was proof of some marker of human 
weakness and potential that cut across any class, age, or racial divides.  

Others in the group were able to directly name the link between Blackness and despair, 
unlike Magnolia who could find no proper name for it. Claudio, a dark-skinned, formerly 
incarcerated Black man in his fifties, once gave a testimony in front of the group a few months 
following Magnolia’s account, describing how there was no chance for him in the world by 
stating repeatedly “I was the oldest, the ugliest, the Blackest, I had no chance.” This testimony 
repeated what he had told me earlier in an interview, speaking about how he felt helpless while in 
prison, “because I was the oldest, the Blackest man in prison, and the guards would tell me ‘old, 
black, you have no chance.” It was, in his words, only after meeting missionaries including 
Magnolia in prison that he was able to pull himself out of that state of mind. There is an 
important gendered dynamic established here between the masculine guard as the agent of 
oppression, in counterpoint to the care of the white woman, that I will explore in more detail in 
the following chapter. But for now, it is important to note that Claudio explained the link 
between Blackness and despair as one that he had internalized from an outside voice, that of the 
prison guard. Although Magnolia appears in this testimony as the figure that pulled him from 
such a despair, race is slightly reconfigured in this moment simply by the fact that he speaks its 
name.  
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 Andrew Baldwin has drawn attention to link between whiteness and futurity (2012). He 
highlights how accounts of whiteness privilege the past as the site of its production, all too often 
ceding to a teleology in which the future becomes the space where the “problem” of racism is 
potentially solved. Against this approach, he calls for an understanding of the future as a virtual 
space that has bearing on the present insofar as it structures its meaning – particularly framing 
whiteness as an asset whose future value must always be protected. Sarah Ahmed points to a 
similar argument by way of phenomenology and the notion of capacity, under which “whiteness 
is an orientation that puts certain things within reach. By objects, we could include not just 
physical objects, but also styles, capacities, aspirations, techniques, habits” (2007: 154). What is 
jarring for Magnolia about a white man in prison is that he does not recognize what is already in 
his reach – the life that might stretch out ahead of him, already written in his “beauty” and “good 
appearance,” skills on a resume written on his body. 
 And yet this man, who had everything in his favor, had still resolved to kill himself in 
prison. In the basic narrativization of a life that reaches its limit after abandonment, only to be 
opened again through the voice of a (female) missionary reminding him of God’s love, this story 
is essentially identical to that of Elias’ story of his attempted suicide. Magnolia’s shock in finding 
this man in prison resolves itself through yet another demonstration of the redeeming capacity of 
faith, and of the sustaining power of hope regardless of race, age, and class. But the very fact that 
a white woman tells this story in front of an overwhelmingly Black audience speaks to how her 
Christian affirmation of universal humanity depends on the forms of racialization that it 
supposedly negates. 
 
The Wandering Preacher 
 I woke up early one morning in June to catch the train out to a satellite city an hour and a 
half from the city center. Elias, undoubtedly, woke up earlier, not only since he lived in an even 
more remote area, but also because he began every morning with up to an hour of prayer. 
Regardless, we both made it to the radio station nestled in the back of an auto-constructed house 
at around nine. Elias brought out his Bible and his guitar, flipping through the pages of the 
former to find the song lyrics he had inserted before he started quickly tuning up the latter. 
 This was his third appearance on Sanctity Radio. I had caught the second by tuning in from 
my apartment in Lapa, close to the city center, although the signal wasn’t great. We passed 
through thick doors into the soundproofed recording studio shortly after, although they had yet to 
start broadcasting, and talked together. He seemed in high spirits today, and he told me 
triumphantly that he had finally found his profession, that he was here as a singer, and pointed 
out a few others among the fifteen or so assembled in the room: “he’s a singer, she’s a famous 
singer from the West Zone.” A pastor he met in his previous appearance had invited him to come 
in a few days to yet another station, Light of the World, maybe a dozen miles away. All he 
needed now was money for the bus. For him to even arrive today required three separate rides 
across different bus companies. I asked him if anyone at the station could pay him for the cost of 
the trip. “Eventually,” he replied, but only once his career had taken off more. “You have to keep 
digging until you hit water.” 
 Pastor Marcelo began the morning’s show with a reading from Psalm 23, “The Lord is my 
shepherd…,” before asking Elias to come up to the microphone. When Elias stood up, he 
immediately began recounting the story of his birthday in prison. “I thought I had lost 
everything, I had lost my family, I was alone in my cell…” It was the same story he had told me 
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as we spoke in the hospital, the one I had heard him recount three times when I had tuned in to 
hear him the previous week. The culmination of his testimony was the moment he accepted God 
into his life and picked up his guitar to play for the first time. As he spoke these words he took 
the guitar standing next to him and began to play a sertanejo-style Christian song he had 
composed entitled “Glória.” Afterwards, he asked to speak directly to anyone in prison who was 
listening: don’t give up, I was once in your position but I was able to survive, and now I am here 
living the life that God had always planned for me. He offered out his phone number for anyone 
who wanted to send a message, and thanked Pastor Marcelo and the audience before sitting down 
again. Marcelo thanked him and repeated parts of his story but added one important point. “This 
man who just gave his testimony was once,” and here he turned to speak directly to Elias, “Can I 
say it?” Before waiting for a reply he switched off the microphone to speak to us in the room 
“the right-hand man of Fernandinho Beiramar!” (the name of an infamous criminal figure in Rio 
de Janeiro). He switched the microphone back on and redirecting his talk to the audience. After 
Elias, a few other members of the audience took up their place in front of the microphone as 
pastors or singers. The service ended with a blessing of documents – audience members brought 
up ID cards and office name tags – before Pastor Marcelo turned those listening on the radio over 
to pre-recorded content, which largely consisted of other testimonies, including an “ex-
homosexual” who recently turned away from “vice” and towards God. Marcelo took the 
opportunity to take photos of all present, after which I tried to congratulate Marcelo, but he was 
particularly busy speaking to the other pastors, mentioning his difficulties in paying for the bus 
out here and hoping for an offer of a few reals for the trip home. 
 Elias’ testimony here, as in at least a half-dozen other radio stations over the course of the 
final six months of my fieldwork, represent what Brazilian anthropologist Mariana Cortês has 
identified as the work of the “wandering preacher” (2013). In her account, the rise of 
Pentecostalism has produced the wandering preacher as a figure and a corresponding market in 
testimonies, a veritable industry in which those saved from evil circulate in radio stations, across 
churches, and into streets, drawing a life history that exposes both the depravations of a former 
life and the power that accepting God has in transforming it. The formerly incarcerated here rub 
shoulders with the ex-disabled, ex-witches, ex-homosexuals and ex-travestis along with “an 
infinity of other exes” (2013: 12) as they circulate around the city, crossing geographic as well as 
denominational borders in the process. This expanding market produces a commodification of 
the testimony that valorizes the most egregious forms of suffering and abjection, or “bare life,” 
as elements that can be more easily sold by producing the most radical contrast between a life 
before and after one has let oneself be saved. 
 Cortês unambiguously understands such a market as perverse, one that rewards the greatest 
suffering and in which wandering preachers are “condemned to the compulsive and unending 
repetition of the horror of their experiences and unheard-of dramas, imprisoning them in a 
narrative in which they are forced to stage in a performance” (2013: 27). I would suggest, 
however, that this analysis, and particularly the argument that testimony imprisons, obstructs a 
clearer view of what the speech genre offers Elias, both spiritually and materially. As mentioned 
previously, testimony is an obligation of all the faithful, one that turns a past moment in which 
one was saved into one that might continuously save others. By inserting himself into a network 
of small Christian radio stations in Rio’s periphery, Elias is able to amplify his voice, both as a 
reformed man and as a vessel for God, who speaks through him and his music. This was a space 
in which his own experience, including his incarceration, had value – not simply as commodities 
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but as elements of a life history that could be valorized or even glorified – rather than 
functioning markers of stigma. Furthermore, after each radio show Elias would receive one or 
two WhatsApp messages from other incarcerated men, reaching out for assistance. He would 
show me these messages with pride at his ability to help men like him, to guide them through an 
experience he understood as almost analogous to death. 

The repetition of his story was also the repetition of a narrative of survival, of conquering 
despair and driving back the forces that brought him to the brink of death. Each testimony he 
gave pushed his own life forward, bringing him to new people, new networks, new possibilities 
in a way that seemed palpable, concrete. In this endeavor, Elias was joined by many other 
formerly incarcerated men who, in producing a life history structured by the tenets of their faith, 
were able to sell it, either on its own or accompanied by music. These wandering preachers did 
not exclusively move through religious spaces – in conferences and public meetings held, for 
instance, by the prison administration, or by the network of support for the formerly incarcerated 
known as RAESP, men would come to tell the story of their transformation, often with a bundle 
of CDs in hand to sell. In this sense the market for testimony spread out and overlapped 
significantly with the demand within other spaces linked to prison for figures of those 
successfully resocialized, a demand which evangelical communities were uniquely able to meet. 

But Sanctity Radio offered its own opportunities. Elias might be invited to stations, or other 
churches, other events; he made of each performance an opportunity to become recognized and 
to take off within the Brazilian evangelical music market. Furthermore, this growing network of 
pastors, radio stations, and churches brought material support outside the commodification of his 
testimony. While he moved between churches and denominations regularly, in most cases he was 
part of a congregation that was similarly unemployed and under-resourced, and therefore unable 
to lend him money or find him a job, even a temporary one. As a wandering preacher, by 
contrast, Elias had found occasional construction work, counselling for himself and his wife, and 
even a pastor who had promised he would help record his first CD. 

Finally, testimony was a space in which Elias was believed. Rather than holding up his life 
to the paranoid gaze of the prison administration, of a broader public who might understand him 
as incorrigibly criminal, here was an opportunity for Elias to speak a truth and have it 
recognized. Nevertheless, there was still a tension at play here between the content of Elias’ 
testimony and its context. In speaking of his past and present life, Elias presents himself as 
having constructed a stable life built on a foundation of faith, a life that includes material and 
social wellbeing, family and prosperity. But he also spoke without enough money in his pocket 
to take the bus home. There was a conflict between testimony as the expression of arriving at a 
particular kind of life sanctioned by God and testimony as the tool through which Elias might 
achieve this life. As far as I know, this never took the form of an outright lie – in part, because 
the present was articulated in such general terms and largely as a negation of the past rather than 
as any well-delineated life. But it nevertheless clearly exhausted Elias as he constantly switched 
between tones, styles, and genres of speech in his interactions with other preachers, pastors, and 
missionaries.58 While testimony might offer a possibility of dealing with his struggles in the 
present, there was no space within it for such struggles to find their expression. 

 
58 This tension repeats that of the criminological exam discussed in Chapter 2. In the case of the exam, one cannot 
speak of “trying” to find work but must already have it in order to secure parole – thus, the precondition for being 



 

 

106 
 Another problem that followed Elias through his appearances on the radio, and indeed his 
life within the evangelical community as a whole, was the question of whether he was, in fact, a 
pastor. As mentioned previously, Elias, like many others who had passed through the evangelical 
cells while in prison, took on the title of pastor. After leaving, many of these men keep hold of 
the title and identify themselves as such, particularly when they enter explicitly evangelical 
spaces. But for those pastors who had received their title alternatively through seminary study or 
the recognition and support of their local congregation, depending on the denomination, the 
claim for such a title seemed unearned. Elias was perhaps unique since had started the first 
months of seminary school after leaving prison, but without any way to support himself he 
quickly left it to pursue paid employment. He insisted on referring to himself as a pastor, and his 
wife as a missionary, when giving his testimonies and publicizing his music. But this was often 
not reciprocated by others within the community, who would leave the title out of promotional 
posters for events Elias was slated to speak in, or who would simply not use the title when 
talking with or about him. 
 This was the one space in which Elias’ narrative of his life, and particularly his 
incarceration, was contested by others. And one of his harshest critics was Pastor Bruno, the son 
of Magnolia, who saw in Elias’ insistence upon being called pastor a common but lamentable 
tendency among the formerly incarcerated to throw around such titles without recognizing that 
the role of a pastor was one that demanded not only greater respect from others but a higher 
standard of ethics and a far greater dedication to following a Godly life. For his part, Elias also 
grew increasingly frustrated with both Magnolia and Bruno for what he saw as their hypocrisy in 
failing to turn their words of support into any concrete actions, particularly as they did not invite 
him to preach within their church or offer him any support in recording his music.  

Elias spent months travelling across the city, his voice and his story reaching tens of 
thousands of listeners each time as he once again spoke of his fated birthday in prison, the life to 
which he was condemned beforehand and the one that he embraced afterwards. With each new 
station, he found new contacts – pastors, other singers, editors, studio recorders, all actors within 
a network both of faith and of cultural production – and he would tell me excitedly about the 
possibilities that each of these opened up, whether that be to publish a book based on his prison 
writings or to finally secure a recording deal. He seemed assured of an imminent change in his 
life, where the pieces would finally come together and his talents would bring him, if not riches, 
then at least a sense of material comfort and security that he desired for himself and his family. 
The fact that this success did not transpire straight away did not perturb him, even as he 
gradually slipped on rent payments and eventually found himself occasionally unable to find the 
bus fare to make it to the station in the first place. But with each testimony, he would without fail 
broadcast his phone number over Rio de Janeiro’s evangelical radio, and would find himself, 
later that evening, with a message from an incarcerated man, asking for help.   
 
Conclusion: Prisoners of Christ 

“Pray also for me, that whenever I speak, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly 
make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I 
may declare it fearlessly, as I should.” 

 
able to work is to already be working. Here, the precondition of being able to pursue a particular future, including 
the material wellbeing promised through conversion, is built upon a narrative in which that future is already present. 
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- Ephesians 6: 19-20 

 
 On my first visit to the temple at René Dotti, I was struck by a mural on the back of the 
pulpit. The painting depicted a sun peering through clouds in the distance, out of a window lined 
with iron bars. In front of this image, partially blocking the window, was a book opened to John 
8:32 - “And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Framing the circular image 
was the phrase “evangelical church” and “only Jesus Christ frees.” What initially troubled me 
about the image were the bars. Why were they there at all? Many prisons in Rio de Janeiro have 
murals, seemingly painted by the imprisoned; windows were a common trope of them, a frame 
without obstruction that offered a perspective outward. Why, then, did the artist or artists come to 
a decision in this painting, in this space, to reproduce this prison architecture rather than produce 
an opening? 
 I never received authorization to bring a camera or any recording equipment into any prison 
– this equipment is essentially prohibited for researchers, although journalists have, in 
exceptional circumstances, been given permission to photograph under controlled visits. 
However, on the day of the theater performance, more than a year after this first visit, Pastor 
Bruno had reached an informal agreement with the prison’s warden to allow him to bring a 
camera into the temple and photograph the service. After the play and the service had finished, I 
asked him to take a photo for the mural. He sent it to me a few weeks later: 
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Figure 3: Mural within the evangelical temple at René Dotti. The test surrounding the circle 
reads “Evangelical Church: Only Jesus Christ Frees,” while the Bible at the center is open to 
John 8:32 “And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” 
  
After this moment, I returned to the temple many times and considered the meaning of the bars. 
But it was only by recognizing the bars as a kind of fulcrum between the view outside and the 
Bible partially obstructing it that I had a clearer understanding of the scene. The bars are 
necessary because they locate freedom inside prison, in the Bible, the Word, and the truth. The 
outside world here is not the locus of freedom – the sun appearing from parting clouds may 
represent a kind of revelation, but the view itself is essentially a distraction from the message 
contained in the Bible on the other side. It was not just in this painting that this message of a 
freedom found within – within the person, but also within prison. One of the Project Life 
workshops that I ran ended with the question of “What is freedom?” In response to this I 
inevitably received a number of responses that real freedom was to be found within, and that 
many of those outside prison who thought themselves free were in fact shackled to their own 
vice or blindness. 
 This troubling of the distinctions between freedom and imprisonment is reinforced by 
missionaries as much as by the incarcerated themselves. One of the many manuals for 
evangelizing in prisons focusses on the multiple references made by Paul in his letters to being a 
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“prisoner of Christ,” “prisoner of the Lord” or, as in the above example, an “ambassador in 
chains” (Junior 2016). While Junior recognizes the dehumanization inherent within prison, 
drawing on the works of Erving Goffman, he also explains that “Prison is not always a disaster,” 
citing Biblical moments of transformation and redemption that took place in incarceration (2016: 
94). Here the discussion turns to Paul as an icon not just for the imprisoned, but for all 
Christians: “If one does not turn himself, like Paul, into a prisoner of Jesus in the substance of his 
character, in his doctrine and in hope, he cannot be His disciple. Paul’s visiting card needs to be 
your card and my card! We are all happy and blessed prisoners of Christ!” (2016: 94). The 
manual, the mural and the conversation in Project Life play with the dichotomy between freedom 
and imprisonment, always for the purposes of refusing it. The very framing of becoming a 
prisoner as a choice is a jarring testament to what is a radical refusal to accept secular juridical 
categories of agency, personhood and rights. 
 This figure of the imprisoned and therefore free subject resonates with Saba Mahmood’s call 
for scholars to contend with models of agency that exist outside liberal conceptions of self, 
sovereignty and freedom, “uncoupling the notion of self-realization from that of the autonomous 
will” (2005: 14). In her ethnographic work on the women’s piety movement in Egypt, Mahmood 
challenges anthropology to reconsider the very notion of agency not as a fixed category, but one 
that emerges within specific contexts. In particular, she pushes against a dialectic of oppression 
and resistance under which agency might only be localized in the latter, as a form of subversion 
or movement against social norms – a perspective which renders analysis blind to those projects 
of self-making that do not operate under such terms. Instead, her ethnography attends to the 
everyday practices by which agency is located through the inhabitation of certain norms, 
including those that constitute structures of domination and control. The “docility” of 
submission, rather than an abandonment of agency, might thereby be read as a struggle to 
become open to instruction and change. 
 This provocation is critical to understanding the evangelical movement in Rio de Janeiro’s 
prisons, and the figure of the prisoner of Christ. But it only goes partway towards understanding 
an evangelical movement that very explicitly understands itself as subversive (operating against 
norms) and occasionally as revolutionary. Both Magnolia and Elias take up the languages of 
submission and transformation as part of a project that draws a direct line from conversion and 
personal transformation to the overturning of a corrupt social order. In Elias’ notes from prison, 
still folded into his Bible, this teleology is constantly referred to as “victory,” which remains both 
guaranteed and largely unspecified. To use the language of norms, evangelicals are caught 
between those of God and those of society, understood here as not only distinct but as often 
diametrically opposed. The transformation of the self is part of a broader project to conquer the 
future by expanding the frontiers of the faithful and driving back the world. To give oneself up, 
to become a prisoner of Christ, is to give oneself over to freedom, outside the social order that 
leaves one in earthly shackles, and to let God work through you as His ambassador in chains in 
expanding His kingdom. 
 The “social” therefore emerges as an object itself in dire need of intervention. It is in this 
sense that the kind of superficial resonance between a juridical or state-centered concept of 
“resocialization” and that of Christianity gives way to a fundamental conflict. With its infusion 
of law, psychological expertise and broad Christian goals of repentance, the state discourse of 
resocialization suggests a return to a social order that is maintained through this process of 
punishment and reintegration. There is a mutual recognition between state actors and evangelical 
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missionaries of the necessity of a kind of moral transformation, and indeed of the immense 
potential of faith as a vector for such a change. But evangelicals on either side of prison walls 
locate themselves outside this “social” both as a space of freedom and a vantage point to conquer 
the future; this process is often described as spiritual warfare, but it is a war in which victory is 
guaranteed. Before one can critique society, one must look inwards and come to a reckoning with 
what “I am,” as Elias’ exercise with his cellmates attests. But the transformation of the latter is a 
means by which to find victory over the former, reproducing, in miniature, a model by which 
humanity itself can be saved.  
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Chapter 5 – Men and their Mothers: Race, Family, and Resocialization 

 
“Prison is like that. As much as you try, there comes a moment where you become unstable. I 
became depressed, I started to withdraw. But then I met Paloma [the prison psychologist], 
who pulled me out. She was someone who – I’m going to tell you sincerely – she was my 
mother. She was my mother inside the system.” 

- Elias, formerly incarcerated man 
 

“I think of all the prisoners of Rio de Janeiro as my children.” 
- Mariana, social worker 

 
 

 So much of resocialization, as a framework both of intervention and evaluation, depends 
upon notions of respectable masculinity. Prison workers and incarcerated people alike understand 
resocialization as a struggle to achieve a particular image of manhood, here understood through 
the figure of the worker and head of household. The notion that desistance from crime involves a 
reorientation towards family life is deeply ingrained in Brazil’s prisons. And the standard 
biography reproduced in prison bureaucracy of an unstable childhood leading to adolescent 
criminality suggests that most in prison took a wrong turn on the road to manhood. As such, 
resocialization workers – psychologists, social workers, public defenders and missionaries – 
bring into their work constant calls for those in prison to be men, to understand and pursue 
reform as the fulfillment of their masculinity. 
 Given this, how can we understand the above declarations of motherhood? When Mariana 
likens herself as a mother to her incarcerated children, she draws upon one of the central 
metaphors by which resocialization workers and incarcerated men use to articulate their 
relationships with one another. Often the analogy that likens this work to motherhood simply 
appears in the simple phrase “my son” as a term of endearment. At other moments it is 
articulated in the subjunctive “if I were his mother,” a form that implies that the man’s present 
and future problems might be traced to bad motherhood. On still other occasions, it emerges as 
social workers and psychologists weave the histories of their own sons with those of the 
incarcerated as a form of extended narrative counterpoint. And finally, men such as Elias speak 
of the mothers that they have met while in prison. Mothers, it seems, abound. 
 This chapter analyzes the relationship between resocialization as the pursuit of masculinity 
and the figure of the maternal resocialization worker. By moving between the manhood and 
motherhood, I aim to demonstrate that the investments made by both incarcerated people and 
resocialization workers in kinship are central to the process of resocialization, and to 
incarceration more broadly. These invocations of mother-son relations exist on a spectrum from 
off-handed comments and half-jokes to serious declarations of affection and love. But in all 
cases, I suggest that the availability of motherhood as a discourse to make sense of 
resocialization, and of imprisonment as a whole, indexes a series of tensions surrounding 
kinship, development, and intimacy, tensions that condition both the experience of prison and the 
futures that are opened up or foreclosed by resocialization. 
 The mother-son figure that emerges both in Rio’s prisons and in my analysis of them serves 
as an important contrast to that other iconic dyad that supposedly represents incarceration: the 
prisoner and the guard. In this latter figure, incarceration is reduced to a relationship defined by a 
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model of panoptic surveillance or a dialectic of oppression and resistance. When treatment 
workers or incarcerated people invoke motherhood and kinship, they gesture towards other 
orientations towards prison and the carceral, ones framed around care. Mothers are also 
disciplinarians, but they raise their hand against their child out of love, and they do so in service 
of the men who will emerge from that blow. Or, as another social worker, Edilaine, explained, 
“Now it’s illegal for a mother to hit her son, but what is more humane for him? If a mother 
doesn’t hit him, society will when he grows up. That’s what prison is, you hit someone so they 
can grow.” 
 The iconicity of motherhood within Brazil has been well-documented in anthropology 
(Scheper-Hughes 1985, 1992; Vianna and Farias 2011; Mayblin 2012). Mayblin, in particular, 
argues that regardless of their faith, Brazilians understand motherhood through a particular frame 
saturated with Catholic theology by which the mother’s love is the closest earthly representation 
of God’s love. This love borders on the infinite, and children learn what it is to be loved, and to 
love others, only through exposure to it. For Mayblin, the Brazilian saying “the heart of a mother 
always fits one more” represents a certain kind of madness, a sacrificial love that demands 
everything from the mother figure. The analogy between a mother’s love and God’s provides, for 
the women of her ethnography, the conceptual tools with which they come to understand and 
debate their ontological and sociological position. 
 What is shared between “the heart of a mother always fits one more” and “I think of all the 
prisoners of Rio de Janeiro as my children” is this faith in both the capaciousness and the 
transformative agency of a mother’s care. This care, in the context of men’s prisons in Rio de 
Janeiro, emerges between clear age and gender contrasts between prison workers and the 
incarcerated. As I will argue, it is also constructed around a racial contrast, with largely white 
treatment workers and an overwhelmingly black prison population. Resocialization workers are 
generally whiter than both the prison population and custodial staff such as guards.59 But there 
also is, I suggest, something of whiteness in the impulse to explain the life histories of 
incarcerated men, and to elaborate a general theory of delinquency, with recourse to tropes of 
supposedly dysfunctional families. We can identify whiteness at work in the production and 
maintenance of trajectories of reform that normalize white models of kinship, citizenship and 
sociality; as well as the impulse to produce a social theory of deviance rooted in “problematic” 
kinship structures. When these women interpellated incarcerated men as their sons, they render 
them as children whose value is located in their potential to aspire to and reach such norms. This 
infantilization is employed by workers precisely as a defense of the incarcerated against custodial 
prerogatives and carceral violence. 
 Previously in this dissertation, I highlighted one of the central concerns of resocialization in 
the question of how to move from heteronomy to autonomy; that is, from a norm that is imposed 
from without to one that the subject identifies with and pursues of her own will. In that context, 

 
59 There is some variation here among different professions. Psychologists and public defenders are overwhelmingly 
white, in prison as much as outside of it. Social work is notable in Brazil as the only university discipline with a 
majority black student population. Nevertheless, in my experience a slight majority of social workers in prison 
identified as white. This disparity is likely due to the fact that all permanent treatment staff were employed in the 
1990s, before affirmative action policies such as cotas (quotas) facilitated access to higher education among black 
Brazilians. More recent graduates, who are less likely to be white, were only employed under temporary contracts – 
during the time of my fieldwork, the administration was not renewing these contracts, ostensibly due to economic 
constraints.  
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the question of development resonated with the colonization of Brazil through the discourse of 
pacification, the governing of unruly bodies and populations so that they may, in the future, 
govern themselves. As I argued, the logic and language of pacification repeats itself in prison. 
This is not just because the pacification of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas caused a huge spike in arrests 
and convictions; but also because the logic of wardship and tutelage was reproduced both as a 
hopeful discourse for national development and as a justification for violence and dispossession 
in both cases. Here I want to suggest that the child occupies a similar position along an 
analogous scale of development, that of the individual trajectory towards adulthood – and 
specifically, to manhood, the paradigmatic sovereign subject “beyond all heteronomy” (Santner 
1997: 141). These two scales – of individual development and the “civilizing process” of 
pacification – converge not just in the project of producing an ordered and self-ordering subject, 
but also through the unit that mediates relations between the two: the family. 
 As Denise Ferreira da Silva has highlighted, much of Brazilian political and social discourse 
locates the source of social conflict and underdevelopment with “de-structured families,” always 
implicitly coded as black, that are thereby assumed incapable of socializing children (2009). 
Politics and media narratives trace parental negligence back not only to absent fathers but to 
irresponsible Black mothers whose hyper-fertility produces literal breeding grounds of crime – as 
when Rio de Janeiro’s then-governor labeled Rio’s largest favela as a “factory of marginals.”60 
While this discourse is now a mainstay of the resurgent conservative movement in Brazil, it was 
also shared by the center-left, including the former president Lula, who called drug-related 
conflict in the favelas “domestic terrorism” caused by the disintegration of family values 
(Ferreira da Silva 2009: 227). It is this trope of family breakdown that is invoked in the prison 
system when psychologists or social workers explained to me that resocialization was a 
misnomer, since those who had passed through prison had never been socialized by their parents 
to begin with. 
 Between a man and his mother, an individual and the family, a family and society, lies not 
just an explanation for deviance but also one of reform. These figures occupy a large part of the 
conversations surrounding resocialization, particularly as they emerged in interviews and 
meetings during my fieldwork. But they also guide specific practices, both emancipatory and 
punitive, in the name of a mother’s love and care. This chapter follows the discourse and the 
enactment of motherhood in various arenas of prison life in order to tease apart these 
relationships and consider how maternal compassion is invoked as a space simultaneously set 
within and against the punitivism of prison life. In order to understand this, however, we must 
first engage with motherhood’s own object of concern: masculinity. 
 
A Man Must Work 
 It is not easy to send a letter while incarcerated in Rio. Over the years in which I exchanged 
letters with him, Diogo would try to write every day – to me, to the Ministry of Justice, to NGOs, 
or to himself. I received letters that he had written at all times of the day, but most often at two or 
three in the morning, when he was able to take advantage of the relative quiet of his overcrowded 

 
60 In 2007, then-governor Sérgio Cabral described Rocinha, the largest favela in Brazil, as a “factory of marginals” 
while he compared the “Swedish style” of middle-class white suburbs to the “Zambian model” of the favela. He also 
defended the decriminalization of abortion as a method of crime control (Matta 2007). During fieldwork one mother 
of an incarcerated man recalled this moment at a meeting of family members, saying she would “never forget” when 
Cabral called her a “thug factory.” 
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cell. Having only learned to read and write a few years prior, he quickly became prolific in both, 
but paper and pens were hard to come by. The prison canteen did not stock any of this material, 
and its prices were exorbitant anyway, so Diogo had to buy from within the informal economy 
between the imprisoned, where a sheet of paper sold for one real (30 US cents) and a pen for 
five. Diogo had no visitors to support him financially, and he refused to participate in practices 
and networks of the incarcerated that might provide him with money, but which he saw as illicit. 
When I saw him in prison, I would hand over remaining pages of my notepad, or would slip 
blank sheets into an envelope along with my replies. But this did very little to compensate for the 
quantity of paper he went through, especially as my letters often took months to arrive in his 
hands, if they ever arrived at all. 
 So, to get the money to buy stationery, along with his own clothes, food, soap and razors, 
Diogo washed clothes. There was neither a laundry in the prison nor any real dedicated space for 
washing clothes, so during the times when the administration did not cut the water supply, he 
would stand in front of a tap for hours scrubbing dozens of shirts, jeans, and underwear. He 
carried a certain pride in this both as a means to an end and as a demonstration of his own agency 
and dedication, one that could be measured in clean sheets and shirts, “so many clothes I washed 
to buy paper and pens, because I believe in my ideas, one day it will be worth it.” But at the same 
time, he found it to be degrading, a task that allowed him to survive and provided him with the 
tools to conduct his real work of writing. Diogo, like many others in prison used the term 
“humiliation” in his letters to describe many aspects of his incarceration. This included reference 
to a “humiliation kit” that those entering prison received. When I wrote to him asking what he 
meant by the phrase, he explained in his response: 

So, in the Law of Penal Execution it says that we have the right to a “kit” when we enter the 
system – hygiene products, a mattress, blanket, clothes. In some states in Brazil this actually 
happens, but here when we arrive in the system we are humiliated with words and in some 
cases aggression, we have our clothes confiscated if it isn’t jeans and a white shirt, our heads 
are shaved, and we’re thrown in a fetid, over-crowded cell as a “welcome gift.” That’s the 
humiliation kit we receive. 

The humiliation kit, as Diogo described it, presents prison life as the negative image of that 
written into law, an experience of deprivation from the very rights and dignity to which those in 
prison are supposedly entitled. But humiliation here is also experienced as emasculation. For 
Diogo, as for other men who considered their imprisonment humiliating, the degradation of 
prison life was inseparable from an attack on the values and practices associated with manhood, 
particularly its passivity, from the sheer boredom of prison life to the lack of work opportunities, 
and the inability to defend oneself against guards. 
 In her ethnography of San Francisco’s Filmore district, Nikki Jones considers the institutions 
and processes by which young Black men are called upon to leave “street life” (2018). As Jones 
argues, the trajectories of reform that Black men are encouraged to identify with and pursue draw 
them to a particular struggle with their own masculinity. That is, young Black men are called 
upon to leave street life by family members, police, and community organizations, but such a 
transformation requires the abandoning the material and symbolic resources that support their 
masculinity. At the same time as they are asked to relinquish their dominance in street life, they 
are called to maintain it in other areas, “to be protectors and providers, to fulfill expectations of 
‘real’ and ‘respectable’ men” (2018: 14). And this shift also occurs under the conditions of a 
ubiquitous police presence that treats Black men as inherently violent and subjects them to stop 
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searches that serve as a spectacle of powerlessness. As Jones demonstrates, reform demands a 
complex and often drawn-out renegotiation of masculinity in order to shift its focus from the 
street to the home, a shift that requires validation from others as much as it does an internal 
transformation. 
 Jones’ arguments find an echo in Diogo’s own letters, in which he explained to me that the 
principal impediment to resocialization is the denial of masculinity, which is equivalent to the 
denial of humanity. As he wrote, one must be seen as a man in order to have one’s potential seen 
and acknowledged: 

To have any humanization of the prison system, this is the first step, that the incarcerated 
person be seen and respected as a man, not just someone who committed a crime before he 
entered the prison system. This idea promotes an understanding of equality, demonstrating to 
the convicted his capacity for transformation, capacity which is inside all of us like a 
diamond in the rough, that needs to be discovered and worked on so its value can be seen 
and recognized by all around. 

By yoking together humanity, manhood, and potential, Diogo elaborated an understanding of 
human dignity built on what he might achieve in the future, one that produces a responsibility on 
the part of the state to allowing the cultivation of possibility in the present. But, like the figures 
in Jones’ study, Diogo’s determined shift towards what he recognized as potential requires 
disentangling himself from networks that provide support and an anchor for his masculinity. By 
removing himself from practices in prison he deemed illicit, he also distanced himself from 
criminal organizations within prison, ones structured around notions of brotherhood and 
masculine solidarity (Feltran 2018). To survive in prison and to accumulate paper, he worked 
washing clothes, a position that demonstrates his lower status within the social order of the 
incarcerated and one shot through with notions of femininity. He was able to mitigate this, 
however, by positioning it as a means to an end, an end which is the real work, the one he shared 
with me, in which both the content of the writing and the act of writing itself reinforced his 
agency and dignity as a man. 
 “That men must work is one of the most basic expectations associated with manhood,” Jones 
writes (2018: 120). In Rio, as in the Filmore district of Jones’ ethnography, work is paramount to 
the image of respectable masculinity and citizenship, particularly within a Brazilian moral order 
that places the worker as the polar opposite of the figure of the “bandido” (Millar 2014). For 
incarcerated men, however, work also constitutes the most concrete outward manifestation of 
resocialization, the choice of a future marked by employment that provides stability for oneself 
and one’s family. Wrapped up in this ideal is an implicit assumption of what it is that actually 
constitutes work and the worker. Anything bound to the economy colloquially known as “traffic” 
– even though it largely refers to small-scale drug mules and dealers – is not considered work. 
This is not to say that only legal activities constitute work, since most employment opportunities 
available for poor men are informal and unregulated. But nevertheless, the injunction to work 
still permeates discourse by the incarcerated and prison workers alike as one of the cornerstones 
of any possible future outside the sphere marked as criminal. Diogo perhaps stands out in his 
dedication to writing as a profession, one that places him somewhat outside the stereotyped 
images of working-class manhood. But he nevertheless produced within this commitment an 
articulation of his own worth as a reformed man. 
 Compared to Diogo, Wilton was less concerned with what job he might find. But he was 
similarly convinced that work was the foundation of any possible life he might lead. I met him a 
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week after his release from Tobias Barreto prison, in the office of the organization run by 
Magnolia, the missionary introduced in the previous chapter. I was talking with Magnolia when 
he arrived, and Magnolia greeted him with a smile, welcoming him to a group that “puts God 
before everything else.” As she left to call on a possible lead on work, Wilton affirmed the 
necessity of a job. He was married and had a small child, and his wife was currently providing 
for the entire family, a fact which he clearly found unacceptable. He recalled the phrase “a man 
must work,” as he discussed the importance of his maternal grandfather in his life. Wilton’s 
father, was never a figure in his life as he grew up, instead being “just a name on a piece of 
paper” – in reference to the “filiation” requirement on most bureaucratic processes and 
documents in Brazil. Instead, it was this maternal grandfather who had guided him towards 
manhood with lessons and phrases that had stuck in his mind – the other being “the only people 
who do not change are those who don’t want to.” 
 Magnolia’s organization, as with many others, was structured around repeated 
pronouncements of hope and the constant assurance that success stems from individual 
commitment and a certain fortitude. This vision is empowering insofar that it guarantees that all 
are capable of overcoming, or at least navigating through, the set of barriers and stigmas 
associated with being formerly incarcerated, through the resources that they already find within 
themselves. The very affirmation also helps participants to recommit themselves to this pursuit 
of a reformed future. But Wilson also expresses this by producing a genealogy, linked to his 
closest male relative – his mother’s father. By pointing to this figure, he draws a picture of 
family impacted by the presence and absence of fatherhood, and of work, that had defined his 
network of kinship. The ghostly figure of his own father, an empty signifier or a name on a piece 
of paper, constitutes an absence that Wilton vows to overcome through work itself.  
 All of this is to say that for those men incarcerated in Rio de Janeiro, there exists no 
particular form of resocialization that exists without work. Diogo washed clothes as a mode of 
survival, but also invests the surplus in the materials for what he considers his real work, a labor 
of writing that demands visibility and recognition in the present but also reaches out for 
opportunities in the future. While Wilton approached this differently, he searched for a job – any 
job – that would restore his own family to an order that he sees as both stable and right, in which 
he can guarantee a future for his children and his own presence within it. It is through work that 
both could recognize themselves, and demand recognition from others, as men, and it is as men 
that they can make a claim to resocialization and demonstrate a distance from both the “world of 
crime” and the forms of pathological manhood upon which they are ostensibly built. 
 But during as well as after incarceration, masculinity is not simply a part of a self-referential 
practice or logic of reform. In the context of resocialization, incarcerated men’s investments in 
manhood emerge alongside constant calls to be men, calls that emanate from others. This 
includes resocialization workers – particularly psychologists, social workers and missionaries – 
who both invoke masculinity as a challenge, asking incarcerated men to assert their manhood by 
refusing to return to crime and by defending their families. There emerges within this work an 
imperative call to “be a man,” with the idea that these calls might reach them in a way that moral 
structures less explicitly gendered would not. And part of this provocation is the call for 
incarcerated men to accept, and in a sense to own, their imprisonment as the burden of 
responsible manhood. 
 In mid-2017, I entered a prison to run a Project Life workshop on resocialization – the same 
workshop that I had given in René Dotti a few months before. Paloma, a white woman and one 
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of two prison psychologists stationed in this particular unit, welcomed me after I passed through 
the two security gates and lead me to a small, white room where we would run the event. This 
was a week after Mother’s Day, an important day for all Brazilians but particularly for many in 
this semi-open prison. Mother’s Day was one of five periods in the year where those who had 
qualified for house visits were authorized to leave prison for up to a week. As Paloma and I 
unstacked the white plastic chairs and arranged them in a circle around the room, she explained 
to me that, as with every House Visitation period, many had not returned. An incarcerated pastor, 
Marcos, arrived soon after to help us set up the room, but he warned me that one of the 
evangelical churches that provided religious assistance to the prison had organized a special 
event at the same time, so I might not expect a huge turnout. 
 By the time we began, there were around twelve men besides myself and Paloma seated in 
the circle, almost all Black. I began by explaining my research and my discipline with the same 
anecdote from Malinowski that I had used in René Dotti. From there we began a conversation 
that traversed ideas of citizenship, discrimination, and the locus of transformation. However, 
frequently Paloma and the other participants returned to the question of these house visits. Many 
had not returned. One man who had sat in the circle and talked dismissively of them as 
“cowards.” He explained his decision to return by comparing incarceration to a debt. By 
finishing his sentence, he would be able to leave the prison “without owing anything to anyone.” 
Paloma interrupted him to voice her support for this notion, adding: “to come back you have to 
be a man, you have to be macho.” Another man took the opportunity to say that if he had 
decided not to return, he would in effect remain a prisoner, since he wouldn’t even be able to 
leave his house for fear of being arrested again by the police. Once again Paloma agreed, 
repeating that the return to prison was an expression of freedom. 
 In this dialogue, Paloma and the incarcerated participants of the workshop, constructed a 
moral geography that inverts a common-sense understanding of freedom. Here freedom emerges 
as something to be found within: both within the prison, and within the will and person of each 
individual. In this sense freedom is not something that someone in prison needs to wait for. 
Indeed, incarceration becomes a tool of freedom by eliminating the “debt” that might otherwise 
keep one in a certain state of bondage, even through fugitivity. There is, at the heart of this 
conversation, the promotion of a certain kind of self-understanding and reflection in which 
freedom becomes deeply linked to personal responsibility, in the vein of what Nikolas Rose 
identifies as “self-government” (1999). But here it was Paloma, far more than any of the 
participants, who overlaid on top of this moral schema the question of masculinity. The person 
who decides to return is imprisoned but nevertheless free, and therefore a man (macho, even). 
Outside prison, the fugitive, who is still in some important sense not free, leaves the right to call 
himself a man at the gates of the prison. 
 As a moral-juridical concept, resocialization constantly refers back to the “social world” of 
crime61 as the consequence of a generalized crisis of masculinity in the country. This sense of 
crisis requires a renewed affirmation of a “respectable” manhood centered on the figure of the 
working father, provider for his nuclear family. This man is the flipside of the absent father that 
haunts incarcerated men and prison workers alike. The fact that prison is an institution that 
perpetuates this fatherlessness is pushed aside. Instead, resocialization works to create a “horizon 

 
61 That is, to a particular kind of sociality known as the “world of crime” rather than a specific illegal act, as I have 
outlined in the introduction (Grillo 2013; Feltran 2011). 
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of masculinity,” reinforcing this figure of the working man and father in opposition to the 
criminal and crystallizing a very rigid biographical arc of reform that is constantly reproduced 
across different carceral contexts. Certainly, some incarcerated men refuse this arc and continue 
to explicitly idenfity themselves as criminal in a form of counter-hegemonic masculinity (Alves 
2016). Within Project Life, however, we see a denunciation of this figure of the criminal or 
fugitive, and a denial of his viability as a man. Prison thus becomes a space that both tests and 
restores the dignity of men who, no longer emasculated by a debt to society, can thereby return to 
it and take up their dominant position within. But what is it about resocialization that positions 
women such as Paloma at the helm of a project of masculine redemption? To understand this, we 
must return to the figure of the mother. 
 
“If I Were His Mother” 
 Lívia and Ángela – the designated public defenders for the Tobias Barreto prison discussed 
in a previous chapter – were responsible for representing their incarcerated clients throughout 
their sentences. But aside from their prison visits, they also spoke to family members at least one 
day a week. These people, overwhelmingly wives and mothers but with an occasional sister, 
grandmother or father, would call to arrange an appointment with their relative’s defender, but 
demand and strict limits on appointments meant that the average wait was three months. They 
generally arrived looking for information regarding the sentences – upcoming dates for regime 
progression, the status of an appeal, or the results of a parole application. The team generally 
prepared for their visits with the same kinds of information they would give to their imprisoned 
clients, checking sentencing details and noting anything that might require the help of families, 
including documentation for furlough or transfer to house arrest. 
 I caught Lívia in her office one afternoon between appointments and sat down to catch up 
with her briefly. But soon she brought in the next two people scheduled to see her – two elderly 
Black women, neighbors to one another and mothers of two men who were imprisoned during 
the same event. Because of the shape of the room, one had to sit behind the other, and Lívia 
spoke first to the woman closest to her, running through the basic details of her son’s sentence. It 
was only after a few minutes that she recognized the woman sitting behind her and let out a cry 
of joy. Standing up, she came over and hugged her, while the woman in her embraced smiled and 
laughed. “This woman,” Lívia explained to those of us in the room, “is the cousin of the woman 
who raised me and worked with my family for 45 years.” She was speaking of her “babá,” the 
Brazilian term for the live-in maid and nanny who had taken care of her since her birth, who she 
had grown apart from, but who she still spoke to sporadically. 
 The woman sitting in front was mostly silent now as Lívia recalled moments of her 
childhood and asked after the babá and other members of the family she knew. After a few 
minutes, though, they returned to the question of the two sons. Sentenced at the same time for the 
same crime, the date for both to become eligible for home visits was now approaching. Lívia 
started listing the documents that the women could bring to assist in the process. But her nanny’s 
cousin had come not just for this information but to ask for advice. She spoke of her anxiety 
about whether her son would be able to “follow the right path,” or if he would just fall back on 
old habits. And she began crying when she revealed that what had hurt her most was neither the 
crime nor the punishment, but the fact that she had asked him before his arrest if he had become 
involved with the “bad crowd,” and he had promised that he was keeping himself out of trouble. 
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 The question at hand was whether she should support her son’s application for home visits, 
the same visits discussed in the Project Life workshop. Since the process required family 
members to provide proof of address and sign a document agreeing to take responsibility for the 
incarcerated person during visits, applications relied upon a family member’s consent. The 
woman who Lívia had clearly known for years said that she knew her son was suffering, but she 
also admitted that “I would be more scared for him out here on the street than I am in there.” For 
her part, Lívia responded by affirming that she thought of home visits as dangerous for many 
incarcerated men. Some would easily be tempted to not return to prison and would become 
fugitives overnight, while even for those who wanted to return, any delay in getting back to 
prison would result in another process against them. “If I were his mother,” she reasoned, “I 
would not sign that document.” The man’s actual mother eventually agreed, deciding not to 
follow through with the home visit application, at least for now. Both sons would remain in 
prison. 
 As a public defender, Lívia carries a professional responsibility to act in the best interests of 
her client. She generally does this by entering into requests for benefits, regime progression, and 
parole, requests she would generally initiate without consulting her clients given the sporadic 
contact she had with them. Only in rare instances would she directly recommend to a client not 
to begin one of these petitions, largely when such an application might interfere with another 
petition for the client. Even in these situations, she gave her clients the opportunity to make the 
final decision. Yet in this brief encounter with the cousin of the woman who raised her, Lívia’s 
invocation of motherhood shifts the terms of her engagement both with her client and his family. 
What she offers stems not from any legal expertise, but by reflecting on her years of experience 
in the prison system through the lens of motherhood. By speaking in the subjunctive “If I were 
his mother,” she channels this experience to the client’s actual mother and offers advice 
grounded in a shared concern for protecting the son from his own worse impulses, a concern 
coded as maternal. The decision of whether to sign the document thus becomes one of motherly 
concern and care, even when it is recognized as a choice of the lesser of two evils. Thus, the two 
come to the conclusion that for the son’s own good, he would stay in prison. 
 I will return later in this chapter to this scene, and particularly to the overlapping images of 
family within it. For now, however, it is important to establish how the invocation of motherhood 
resignifies the nature of Lívia’s work and expertise, shifting the grounds upon which the best 
interest of her client might be discerned and giving way to a different kind of duty of care. I only 
witnessed this shift, characterized by calls to motherhood as the position of both care and 
authority, a few times in my work with Lívia. It was one possible reference point in her 
construction of relationships with her clients and her families, in this case facilitated by her 
existing relationship with the mother of the incarcerated man. But the scene is indicative of how 
motherhood emerges in Rio’s carceral system as the central metaphor of treatment itself, one that 
public defenders, psychologists, social workers and missionaries alike looked towards in 
understanding and guiding their relationships with incarcerated men. 
 Anthropologist Lorna Rhodes identifies a similar dynamic among mental health workers in a 
Washington prison (2004). As she notes, these professionals take up parenting as a model of 
understanding and describing their own work, a position that legitimates care as an integral part 
of development and which reaffirms a certain distance between treatment workers and the 
imperatives of security and custody inside prison. It also positions the imprisoned not just as 
children but as infants, a narrative that converges with the constant reproduction of incarcerated 
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men’s biographies revolving around a dysfunctional childhood resulting in stalled development. 
As such, Rhodes argues, “parenting as a central trope opens up a space in which compassion and 
the gathering up of the truth about inmates share a common ground” (2004: 124). In the case of 
Rhodes’ ethnography, the mental health worker calls upon parenthood as a framework with 
which to advocate for the incarcerated and uses it to legitimate a platform upon which they might 
attempt to counter what they see as excessive or counter-productive punishment. There are 
strong parallels between Rhodes’ observations and my own in the context of Rio. But it is 
important to emphasize that in Rio, it is not parenthood generally but motherhood specifically 
that becomes the analogy by which resocialization workers understand their relationship with 
imprisoned men. To put it simply, there are no fathers in the prison system. This is partly because 
the overwhelming majority of resocialization workers are women. But even those men who do 
work in such positions also make no gestures towards parenthood as a paradigm that anchors 
their knowledge, care, or judgment. Most women, however, reflected upon their work with me 
using the motherhood as a paradigm that explained their role within the institution. 

This phenomenon appears at least in part as a response to the suspicion and surveillance that 
women, and women’s sexuality, are exposed to within men’s prison – a suspicion that emerges 
from two somewhat contradictory assumptions. The first is that many women’s mere presence in 
a men’s prisons has a particular, inevitable impact on the prison population, hinting at, but never 
explicitly naming, an arousal or desire that is coded as dangerous, fuel for a violent fire. Women 
are reminded by prison workers to police their bodies and to take efforts to avoid appearing as 
available or desirable, including by other resocialization workers. The printed manuals that give 
guidance to evangelical missionaries, for instance, urge women to “never wear low necklines or 
any form of clothing that ‘valorizes’ your body! Remember that you are in a masculine 
environment, in which women appear only through television” (Junior 2016: 79). The fact that 
no explanation is necessary for the significance of this “masculine environment” demonstrates 
the taken-for-granted nature of a male gaze and the importance of women’s vigilance against it. 
In a similar vein, Reinaldo, the prison psychologist and leader of the group of workshop 
volunteers described in Chapter 3, spoke on many occasions about female volunteers’ supposed 
ignorance or naïveté by acting in prisons in ways he found flirtatious. This included a past 
student of his who he called a “seductress” because she had spoken of a recent breakup during a 
workshop with incarcerated men – he invoked this figure by running his hands down the curves 
of an imaginary woman’s body as he narrated the story. 
 The second accusation is that resocialization workers are driven by a search for love, a 
relationship, or simply sex, with an imprisoned man. This suggestion is characteristic of a certain 
denigration or outright denial of both the value of work coded as feminine and the professional 
acumen and ethical commitment that women bring to such work. Many prison staff, such as the 
social worker Mariana, spoke of this accusation as far less frequent than it was a decade ago:  

Before if a technician showed any kind of affect with a prisoner, automatically the response 
was “wow, what’s going on here?” So, for instance, I used to have this habit of hugging, but 
I had to stop because it was really common to hear, not just that we were being mothers but 
that we were – that we were flirting. There was always a sexual connotation, and it was hard 
to resist, so we had to be careful with our appearance, with any contact, so careful with 
everything, because people were trying to prove we had some “involvement” with the 
prisoner. I think now the guards know better. 
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While this may have improved for technical staff, it was certainly still prevalent in the case of 
evangelical women working as missionaries. It was a running joke among many staff, guards and 
technicians alike – and indeed, one I occasionally heard in Rio from people with no direct 
relationship to incarceration – that single evangelical women entered prison “looking for love,” 
and stories of such romances circulated frequently. 
 What motherhood offers in the face of both these accusations is a frame for the affective 
labor of resocialization outside of any concern for sex and sexuality. To call an incarcerated man 
“my son” combats suspicion of inappropriate intimacy by means of the incest taboo, framing the 
work through one of the only figures of a relationship of care between a woman and a man that 
might not be read through the lenses of naivete or flirtation. It is not the only strategy that 
women use in this regard. But for those who take up this language, motherhood constitutes 
something of a shield with which resocialization workers can defend the small spaces of 
compassion and care within an institution that polices and pathologizes both – particularly when 
they come from a woman. 
 This invocation is bolstered by two important demographic facts. First, the prison population 
is overwhelmingly young. The most recent government report on Brazil’s prison lists 55% of the 
prison population as aged between 18 and 29, compared to 18% of the general population of the 
nation. Rio de Janeiro actually skews significantly younger than this national average – 37% of 
those incarcerated in the state are under 24, compared to 30% for the nation (Infopen 2016). 
Second, the average age of “technicians” – the term encompassing social workers, psychologists, 
and other treatment staff – has risen considerably in the last decades, since the last hiring of 
permanent employees in these sectors was in 1999. As such, most psychologists and social 
workers were in their fifties during my fieldwork; their own children are the roughly the same 
age as the men they work with in prison. In this context, motherhood is more than a framework 
and language to describe the position of resocialization workers. It also draws the imprisoned 
into a position analogous to that of the infant child. And it is childhood, and childhood 
development in particular, that serves as the strongest paradigm of entire process of reform. 
 As I interviewed and conversed with treatment staff and evangelical missionaries over the 
course of my fieldwork, I began to notice a common theme that emerged across political, 
professional, and personal differences. Almost invariably, women would explain the experiences 
and life histories of incarcerated men in reference to their own children.  For instance, in the 
same conversation referenced at the beginning of this chapter in which Edilaine lamented the 
prohibition on parents striking their children, she spoke to me in detail about her own son’s 
upbringing. As she explained, the most indicative symbol of family breakdown in the prison 
system were the letters ND, “not declared,” so frequently encountered in the space within 
documents for listing the name of the incarcerated person’s father. And beyond this, she 
continued, “where are these men’s mothers?” While they could be named, she suggested to me 
that these women were absent in the rearing of their sons, in the sense of failing to provide 
guidance in their child’s development. As we continued speaking, she showed me pictures of her 
son, and explained to me how she refused to spoil him or to shelter him from the harsh realities 
of the world, including how she refused to finance his studies at a private university so he would 
instead enroll in the free public system. “Now,” she told me proudly, “He has all the money to 
make the choices that I kept from him when he was younger.” 
 By moving back and forth between their children’s upbringing and the supposed life 
histories of the imprisoned men they had worked with, these resocialization workers produce a 
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theory of deviance anchored in family breakdown. Between the successes of some children and 
the ostensible failures of other lies an explanation not just of crime but of what they perceive as 
an erosion of an entire social order. Motherhood constitutes a vantage point with which to 
perceive and act upon this decay, as a model for compassion oriented towards human 
development, as the social worker Mariana explains: 

I am a very harsh mother with my children, imposing limits, holding them responsible, and I 
think that it doesn’t make anyone’s life easier for you to place the blame on a system so that 
you don’t recognize the responsibility of the actual person. Obviously, you need to care for 
them and think about the difficulties that someone has gone through. But at some point you 
need to take a step forward. I think of myself as strict like this, you have to be strict to 
stimulate someone to grow. I don’t think anyone needs my pity, all that does is bring stigma, 
the only thing they need is to have their humanity recognized and stimulated. 

These conversations reveal a particular concern with the incarcerated man as a subject in 
development, or one at least capable of development given the right circumstances. But here, as 
elsewhere in the sphere of treatment work, development builds on the premise of a lack of 
functioning kinship ties. There is no clear return within the life history of the individual person, 
since with no declared father and an apparently absent mother, there was no path from which to 
deviate. Instead, it is the family unit itself that must be restored if there is to be any hope of 
social wellbeing and security, and the carceral surrogate mother who finds herself with at least 
some of the tools with which to heal it. 
 There is no particularly obvious or direct way to lift parenting practices from the context of 
child-rearing and apply them to the constraints and rhythms of institutional confinement. But 
even with the severe restrictions on contact with the incarcerated, women cultivate skills, 
gestures, and ways of speaking, to produce or encourage a form of care that they – and often 
incarcerated men themselves – code as motherly. Lívia’s work with family members of her 
clients offers one example of this. She establishes through motherhood a shared concern with the 
welfare of her client and the son of the woman in front of her, a concern nevertheless informed 
by her years of experience. But she also maintains herself at some distance through the 
subjunctive, ceding the ultimate authority to her client’s mother, while recognizing the logic of a 
form of maternal discipline. 
 The modes of relating to incarcerated people open to missionaries, by contrast, offer 
different opportunities for a grammar of motherhood. Where Mariana learned to refrain from 
hugs, for instance, as a missionary Magnolia insisted on the importance of physical proximity 
with those in prison, and particularly with touch. In her visits to René Dotti prison, she would 
almost always take the hand of whoever she was talking to into her own and would embrace men 
dozens of times in the context of one two-hour visit. In talking to me, she spoke about this touch 
as necessary and even transformative as a marker of presence, solidarity, and care. But like Lívia 
or Edilaine, this act of care was not entirely separate from one of discipline. She often spoke to 
me proudly of the years when she was known by guards and incarcerated men alike as the 
“sergeant missionary,” known for her strictness and commitment to maintaining order. This 
included one moment a decade previously where she had entered a prison in Bangu after the 
warden had called asking for help to end a riot. She was able to speak with the leader of the riot 
and convince him to end the event – but only because, she stressed, she insisted that she enter 
into the man’s cell and speak to him face to face, his hand in her hand.  
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Technicians, on the other hand, put an emphasis on speech and dialogue patterns that they 

recognize as both respectful and nurturing. The social worker Mariana spoke of how she had 
developed over her career a particular style of undertaking psycho-social evaluations founded on 
a recognition of the humanity of the interviewee. Her manner of conducting these interviews was 
a built out of the search for an honest dialogue that would transcend the limitations of the 
evaluation at hand and create something else, a moment of contact and understanding: 

I talk about my own life too, my own history, sometimes I talk while I’m writing, to 
recognize something in the story, to start, you know, “My mother was from wherever,” “Oh 
really? So was mine!” So there you can start a dialogue where they feel they can talk to me, 
because I’m not a distant person who is just interrogating him, I’m actually relating to him, 
giving him something of myself. Because this type of dialogue humanizes people, so he 
doesn’t see you as something superior, supreme, telling him what he needs to do, demanding 
something from him, it’s a real conversation. And through this we are actually able to make 
a diagnosis. But then again, you don’t always need one because we’re not there to talk about 
guilt – what guilt does he have when he was raised by an alcoholic mother? When the judge 
passed down a sentence, he was already judged, I don’t need to judge him again. But I can 
think about the positive things he has done while in prison [...] And from that we can reflect 
together. It’s really sad that most don’t have plans for when they leave. So as far as I can, I 
can offer him a plan. [emphasis added] 

Here Mariana highlights dialogue as the basis of any kind of therapeutic relationship. What she 
gives of herself is her own history, placing herself within the conversation as something more 
than a detached spectator. The humanization she refers to seems to function in both directions; as 
a recognition of the humanity of the person in front of her, and as a form of self-identifying 
beyond the authority of her position. 
 This kind of dialogue that Mariana referenced in this conversation ostensibly operates within 
a field of intimacy inside prison that was difficult for me to directly observe in my fieldwork. 
There are also clear limits to the idea of giving something of oneself in an institution where one’s 
professional responsibilities include classifying, evaluating, and punishing one’s own clients. Yet 
while this complicates the vision that resocialization workers portray of their labor, it does not 
invalidate the claims that they make of producing relationships built on some form of care and 
compassion. One substantial demonstration of this comes from the accounts of incarcerated men 
themselves, who take up discourse of kinship when they speak of resocialization workers as 
mothers. 
 In the quote that opens this chapter, for example, Elias spoke of the prison psychologist a 
woman who intervened in his life in a moment of severe depression and instability. Following 
this explanation, went on to outline her importance in a difficult moment brought on by his 
recent transfer to a new prison unit: 

I got lost in the place and I became depressed again with nobody to talk to. There wasn’t 
anybody left, and I was thinking about suicide again. And this psychologist was like a gift. I 
have her phone number today. I still talk to her when I need to. It’s funny how God always 
sends the right people when you need them. And when I met her, I hadn’t spoken to my real 
mother for a long time, and she offered to call her and let her know how I was. And then 
there was this one December, it was almost Christmas, and fwe were talking, she said she 
knew I liked to read, and she brought out this bunch of books, [laughing] it was piles and 
piles of books! And she said, “I know it’s Christmas, you’ll be thinking about your children, 
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you’ll be depressed, but you shouldn’t think less of yourself for being depressed, depression 
is normal.” And then she got me to write a letter to my mother for Christmas, and when I 
wrote the address she realized that she was from the same city! I remember she said to me, 
“I’ve been working many years in prison, but I can see that you’re different, I want to help 
you.” So I started talking to her, telling her about my life. There comes a moment where you 
have to trust someone. 

This narrative repeats many elements of Elias’ suicide attempt that I described in the previous 
chapter. There, the voice of a female pastor over the television brought him back from despair 
and gave him a sense of purpose. Here it is the psychologist, herself a gift, whose present of 
books to Elias and whose sympathetic ear marked out a space both of trust and compassion that 
once again turned him towards life. 
 I heard similar stories to that of Elias in many different contexts, from interviews and 
informal conversations to public events such as church meetings or professional conferences. But 
there are clear differences between these invocations of maternity on the part of resocialization 
workers and those by incarcerated men. First, for men like Elias motherhood was only ever 
identified after the fact. It was only following a particular moment of receiving compassion or 
being pulled back from despair that they identified the care or attention they had received as 
maternal. Second, this identification of mothers in the prison system held no concurrent 
denunciation of the role of their actual mothers. When Elias uses motherhood to explain 
Paloma’s role in his life, this is not at the expense of his actual mother; instead, maternity refers 
more to moments and spaces that provided something of a salve against the emotional and 
psychological distress of imprisonment. Finally, the references to motherhood employed by Elias 
and others carried with them no concomitant obligations. Where missionaries or social workers 
wielded motherhood as an ethical frame that oriented their work, for the imprisoned this 
invocation of kinship did not demand anything in return from them as sons. 
 Motherhood is one articulation of care inside prison framed around the bonds of kinship. It 
is not the only one. In particular, the lack of obligations of reciprocity that seem to inhere in the 
position of “son” contrasts strongly with another form of carceral family: brothers. While the use 
of “brother” as a term of affection in Brazil is not unique to prison, within the institution the term 
has particular significance as a marker of equality and compassion as well as discipline. Those in 
evangelical cells, for instance, refer to one another as brothers, constructing a form of solidarity 
through faith that in principle extends beyond prison walls. Likewise, in many criminal 
organizations, use the term “brother” is enforced between as a form of respect (Feltran 2018, 
Biondi 2018). This is not a universal brotherhood of the imprisoned, particularly since the 
organizations of Christians and factions in prison are largely mutually exclusive. It is also linked 
to various statutes both for evangelical and non-evangelical cells that establish norms of social 
life and the administration of conflicts. But in both cases brotherhood articulates not just 
discipline but also forms of care and solidarity. And there is a transformative potential within 
these relationships, as we saw in the previous chapter with Elias’ attempts to encourage reflection 
and responsibility among his cellmates. 
 The fact that men care for other men, love other men, is largely overlooked by prison 
workers. Many of these forms of care are also criminalized because of their association with 
criminal organizations, such as the pooling of resources in each cell to provide for those who 
have no family support. The closest I saw to an explicit recognition of these relationships within 
the field of work defined as resocialization was a workshop I organized and ran in several 
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prisons with a group of psychologists around the theme of “mutual aid.”62 Even in this context, 
however, we strove to provoke a discussion around such practices as matters of survival or 
political solidarity rather than bonds of emotion or compassion. Thus, rather than the horizontal 
relationship between brothers, the vertical transmission of care from mother to son comes to 
stand as both a metaphor and metonym for the resocialization process as a whole. 
 
Race, Family, Fatherhood 
 The discourses of human development wielded by resocialization workers and their 
recourses to motherhood are steeped in racist tropes of dysfunctional Black families. The 
combined image of fatherlessness and maternal negligence serves for many as the guiding 
referents by which the biographies of the incarcerated might be understood. And the defense of 
the incarcerated locates blame in defective kinship structures that ultimately allow for a 
diagnosis of stunted social and emotional development. I do not want to suggest that this is the 
exclusive domain of women. But women’s gestures towards motherhood in relation to 
incarcerated men are regularly accompanied by clear assumptions of the failures of their actual 
mothers. And these workers open up a space for care and resocialization only through the 
insertion of the compassion and discipline of the worker herself, so often a white woman, to 
break a criminogenic cycle. To understand this, let us return to the previous quote from Mariana 
referring to her interview technique. Mariana cannot judge the man in front of her because she 
sees him, within a model of individual development and maturation, as not a man. The potential 
she sees in him is therefore tightly bound to a theory of human and social development with a 
particular idea of “family” at its core, one that renders the man a child, precisely because his 
mother was negligent. To put it another way, when Mariana speaks of humanizing the 
incarcerated man in front of her, she needs this man’s mother to be an alcoholic in order for 
Mariana to make sense of the possibilities for this man’s growth and transformation. 
 There was always something jarring to me about this repeated assumption of maternal 
dysfunction given the consistent presence of mothers alongside wives and other family members 
within the prison system. Each day sees thousands upon thousands of visitors, mostly Black, 
mostly women, lined up across the state’s prisons, often carrying food, medicine and other 
necessities in clear plastic bags. Diogo once referred in his letters to the paltry provisions of food 
and hygiene products by the state as a “humiliation kit.” What these women bring represents the 
inverse; an attempt to establish some basic standard of living in the face of state neglect. In a 
meeting I attended for Project Life one psychologist referred to these visitors as a “river of 
women,” referring to the constant flow of wives and mothers down the main road of the Bangu 
prison complex. These women will often travel many hours to visit incarcerated husbands and 
children, coming from various regions in the state of Rio de Janeiro, and undergo various forms 
of ritualized humiliations from the administration and guards along this route (Biondi 2018). 
Despite these pressures, however, wives and mothers have forced their way into visibility within 
Rio de Janeiro’s prisons as a force that sustains some semblance of dignity for their incarcerated 
loved ones. 
 There are, to be sure, many within Rio’s prisons who are left without family visits for 
various reasons. This includes family conflict or abandonment, but more often involves lack of 
money for transport, geographical distance, or being orphaned at a young age. Nevertheless, the 

 
62 This work is discussed in more detail in a previous chapter. 
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rhetorical question “where are these men’s mothers?” stands starkly at odds with the collective 
labor and organization of visitors. This is even more acute for social workers and public 
defenders, for whom direct contact with these women constitutes part of their daily work. Such 
workers do recognize the presence of mothers when referencing specific incarcerated people and 
cases. Yet when they move to more abstract generalizations about the prison populations these 
mothers seem to disappear in favor of discourses of familial breakdown. In doing so, they tap 
into not just popular and political discourses around the source of crime and conflict in Brazilian 
society, but also into a long-standing tradition in social science, including anthropology, that has 
defined order and disorder in the nation through the question of family. 
 Perhaps the most obvious example of this is the culture of poverty argument, from its first 
elaboration by Oscar Lewis to its perhaps most egregious and damaging iteration in the United 
States through the Moynihan Report. The model suggests that marginalized communities adopt 
particular structures and modes of survival that tend to perpetuate themselves even in the absence 
of the forces of exclusion or violence that produced them. Patrick Moynihan took up this 
framework to explain Black poverty in the United States as the result of pathological kinship 
structures, largely due to single-mother led households (Moynihan 1967). In her response to the 
report, Hortense Spillers deconstructs the legacies of slavery as an imposed kinlessness that 
nevertheless had inscribed upon Black mothers the responsibility for the “illegitimacy” of bonds 
of kinship and sociality that emerge within this violence (Spillers 1987). But Spillers also 
cautions against the view of the report itself as exceptional, instead locating it as part of a 
particular “American grammar” of gender, family, and freedom. There might be some syntactical 
differences between the symbolic order referred to by Spillers and that at play in Brazil. One of 
the most notable contrasts is the extreme reticence among Brazilians, particularly white 
Brazilians, to recognize racism as a structuring force in social and political life (Vargas 2008; 
Roth-Gordon 2017). Yet it is perhaps precisely because of this reticence that the grammar of race 
that structures societies in the Americas finds its clearest articulation in Brazil through the 
euphemistic language of family. 
 Brazilian social sciences in the early and mid-twentieth century produced and reinforced 
normative conceptions of the family as the basis of Brazilian society. Anthropologist Mariza 
Corrêa both highlighted and critiqued these narratives in the late 1980s, when she identified the 
grand historical narrative that positioned first the “patriarchal rural family,” then the “modern 
nuclear family” as the hegemonic units of kinship that structured social relations since the 
colonization of Brazil (1981). One of the most notable examples of this is anthropologist and 
historian Gilberto Freyre, a student of Franz Boas whose work tracing the development of the 
“Brazilian people” had an immense impact on Brazil’s popular and political self-image, 
particularly through the guiding national myth of racial democracy (Freyre 1986). According to 
Corrêa, these narratives obstructed a clearer understanding of Brazil’s development for several 
reasons. Most importantly, the story they tell, one that was eventually absorbed into an official 
narrative of development, suggests the inevitable rise to prominence of these models of family 
life. 
 But whether in colonial or modern Brazil, these norms were never common among the vast 
majority of Brazilians, who produced many other forms of kinship and community in different 
times and regions. What the dominant narrativization does, however, is privilege certain sites as 
the “birthplace” of Brazilian society at the expense of the variegated and non-elite models of 
sociality that most in the country practiced, thereby reducing them to negative space, to the realm 
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of the non-family: “if there is a family defined as normal, it is only in contrast to the great non-
familiar mass that surrounds it, defined as abnormal” (Corrêa 1981: 6). These narratives mark 
abnormality in different ways – as “peripheral,” dangerous, amorphous, or destitute – but always 
as a threat to a social cohesion. To Corrêa’s argument I would also add that elite family life itself 
never particularly embodied this ideal, since the position of women like Lívias nanny at the heart 
of the household was entirely overlooked. Despite the fragility of its narrative, it is only through 
it that the idea of “de-structured” families makes sense, both in itself and as part of a narrative of 
social breakdown. 
 In more recent decades this model of family as the basis for Brazilian society has been 
challenged not just in Brazilian academia but also both through popular political movements and 
government policy. While “the family” was increasingly identified as the target of social welfare 
and as an anchor for public security, policies very explicitly broadened their definitions outside 
of the nuclear unit – even as they maintained motherhood as the focal point. For instance, 
Brazil’s conditional cash transfer program known as Bolsa Familia defined family to include 
“ties of kinship or affinity which form a domestic group,” while mothers and other female 
caretakers were given priority as recipients of the grant. Likewise, within the national security 
program known as PRONASCI that linked well-being to social security, state government 
officials in Rio de Janeiro created the program “Women of Peace,” initially slated as “Mothers of 
Peace,” which recognized women in peripheral areas as agents to identify and accompany youths 
in their area in order to promote their formation as citizens (Sorj and Gomes 2011). As 
government agencies worked to empower women as caretakers and mothers, NGOs also took up 
this shift towards both targeting women as mothers and invoking motherhood as a metaphor for 
their work. Maternity thus emerged within this landscape of governance as a resource, a target, 
and a catalyst for security and social well-being, even as it was deliberately uncoupled from the 
image of the nuclear family. This transformation represents a fundamental shift both in the 
definition of family and in the focus on women’s social political agency through motherhood. 
Yet it also maintains the insistence upon family life as the guarantor of broader social order and 
particularly as a defense against crime. It also did not entirely do away with a broad concern 
surrounding the apparent breakdown of family life even if it did shift its contours slightly. 
 I found no clear trend among resocialization workers towards any side of the political 
spectrum, traditionally defined. While there were many self-identified conservatives among 
evangelicals, for instance, or psychologists who strongly allied themselves with Brazil’s leftist 
worker’s party, there was still considerable diversity even within these different spheres. Yet they 
converged upon this notion of family as the critical point upon which rested the security of 
communities, cities, and nations. This was relayed to me in various guises, including a prison 
psychiatrist who sat down with me to explain how society was like a human body in which 
families composed its cells as the basic building blocks whose malfunction caused sickness in 
the entire system. In 2016-17, during the years of my fieldwork, this sense of an eroding social 
order was caught up within a narrative of crisis that also encompassed the ongoing economic and 
political turmoil that had engulfed Brazil and hit Rio de Janeiro particularly acutely. The sudden 
rise in the prison population during this time was identified by prison workers as clear proof of 
this broader breakdown. But there was also a sense that there was a longer arc of this decay that 
stretched back at least a few decades. This included an increasing nostalgia by some women for 
Brazil’s military dictatorship as a regime of order – one social worker in particular spoke at 
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length about the virtues of children being raised within military academy rather than being 
abandoned to the streets. 
 Within this frame family emerges as the fulcrum between national and individual 
development, and motherhood as the resource that is put to use in service of both. But in Rio de 
Janeiro’s prisons, resocialization also aims to orient the incarcerated not just towards manhood 
but fatherhood. And it does so in ways that often very explicitly advocate for men as the head of 
families, both as providers and as the source of moral authority. The solution to the letters ND, 
the mark of fatherlessness, is to empower incarcerated men to take their place within a 
conservative definition of family by providing for their children and becoming responsible for 
the social reproduction of the values that will ostensibly prevent them from following the same 
trajectory as their fathers. 
 Magnolia’s support group, for instance, organized monthly meetings in which both formerly 
incarcerated people and family members of those currently imprisoned would come together for 
a few hours to pray, share stories of successes, and learn of new job or training opportunities. 
Before this, however, at almost every meeting Magnolia would invite those gathered at the 
beginning of the meeting to sing one of her favorite songs, “God’s Newness” (“O Novo de 
Deus”). Beginning low and soft, the lyrics are nevertheless full of hope, and a crescendo 
gradually builds up to the chorus: 

Family, you can dream 
Mother, your son will come home 
Father, on the table bread will never be lacking 
Never be lacking... 
Promises will be fulfilled 
Blessings will follow you 
What has passed, has passed, 
God’s newness has arrived. 

August’s meeting began with this song as well, before Magnolia welcomed everyone to a special 
meeting celebrating what she described as “Father’s Month,” her extension of Father’s Day that 
in Brazil falls in this month. Then she turned the microphone over to Artur, a formerly 
incarcerated man who was now a pastor and Gospel singer. After singing, Artur spoke about how 
Magnolia transformed his life when she met him in prison and pulled him away from a 
dangerous life of crime “This woman here was my mother – no, she is my mother.” As he spoke 
Magnolia stood behind him and to one side, at one point running her hands over the collar of his 
shirt to straighten a crease. After he was done, she took the microphone and facilitated the rest of 
the meeting with news about two upcoming courses, one in I.T. and another in flower arranging. 
 Magnolia had secured donations from neighboring businesses, but her group largely 
subsisted from donations from four evangelical churches in the city’s wealthy South Zone, to 
fund operations. These included monthly donations of food baskets to those registered in the 
organization, both families and the formerly incarcerated, filled with staple non-perishable items 
like rice and powdered milk. Today, she invited all “fathers and potential fathers” to receive a 
blessing and a gift. I sat awkwardly while every other man stood up and went to the front of the 
room, where Magnolia offered a prayer and gave each a gift that included a notepad, pen, 
disposable razors and soap. As they sat down, however, she spoke about she was facing a greater 
demand for the organization’s resources, and “while I would like to embrace the entire prison 
system,” limited funds because of the economic crisis meant hard choices. As such, she took the 
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opportunity to remind us that formerly incarcerated men had priority over family members. 
Family members, particularly wives, would receive whatever was left, since “for men it’s so 
difficult to not have any food to bring home.”63 At the end of the event, we moved out of the 
church basement and into an open area where two volunteers waited to hand over the food 
baskets, and the men quickly lined up in front of them, as the women and children sat off to one 
side, talking to one another and waiting for their turn to pick up whatever baskets were left 
unclaimed. 
 As Magnolia’s preferred song for these meetings, “God’s Newness” resonated with the 
constant emphasis in her group of letting go of the past, concentrating on the life that God has in 
store for all from the present onward. But it also demonstrates that this newness is experienced in 
and through the family, and particularly a family unit that is projected here as at once natural and 
in need of constant defense. One finds this new life in the rejuvenation of a family unit, with 
children returning home and bread on the table. And this bread, very explicitly, comes from the 
father. The group’s food basket policy directly inverted the logic of the state-wide program Bolsa 
Familia, which preferentially directs money to female heads of households. Instead, Magnolia 
offered material support and affirmation of men as providers within the family unit. So the final 
moment of the meeting, in handing out the food baskets, explicitly produced a tableau of 
“traditional” family values as women stood aside while Magnolia handed over baskets of food 
for men to bring home and support their families. 
 Yet there is a limit to a mother’s care, even for these men, and the discovery and encounter 
with this limit is often extremely painful. For Magnolia the restrictions were many, largely 
because of the lack of resources for her institution. Her affirmation that she would like to 
“embrace the entire prison system” was an apology of sorts for the very impossibility of this goal 
given the meager resources she had to act on this mission. But there are other moments, both 
spectacular and mundane, where the promise of maternal love fell short of providing anything 
like what currently and formerly incarcerated men need to establish their worth, including their 
value as fathers. For Elias, this moment came at him in full force during a moment of despair – 
the birth of his son. 
 As discussed in the previous chapter, Elias was a regular participant in Magnolia’s meetings 
after he left prison. He had met both Magnolia and her son, an evangelical pastor, while 
incarcerated, but he only connected with her again after he was referred by the Christian 
homeless shelter where he had found a place to stay in the first few weeks after his release. 
Partly through the help of Magnolia and her volunteers, he had managed to get his life together, 
while he also quickly met a woman from his neighborhood church, Rosa, and quickly established 
a romantic relationship with her. By the time Magnolia advised him that his time receiving the 
food baskets would have to come to an end, in order to free space for others to receive the same 
support, they were married, and she was heavily pregnant. But he continued to attend the 
monthly meetings regardless, because of his admiration for the group and the support he felt 
from all those present. It was around this time that I first met him. 
 After living in the shelter, he had moved briefly to another house in a favela close to the city 
center, but his ties to a criminal organization before his imprisonment caused conflicts with 

 
63 Formerly incarcerated women were certainly welcomed, at least in principle, but during my fieldwork I met none 
in these meetings. As a result, the distinction between formerly incarcerated and family members was also a division 
between men and women. 
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neighbors and forced him to move to a poor area of one of Rio’s satellite cities. But when Rosa, 
late in her pregnancy, started feeling a strange pain in her abdomen, he took her in their 
dilapidated van straight back to the hospital in the city center where he knew she would get at 
least a basic standard of treatment. When they arrived they were denied admission, with the 
nurse at reception stating that there was currently no room in the maternity ward. With no money 
to buy fuel for the journey back home, they were left sitting in their parked van a block away. He 
called me, asking if I knew someone who could help him out with a place to stay or a connection 
with the hospital. I told him that Magnolia might be able to help, but he quickly dismissed that 
option, saying he had already tried but could not get a hold of her. 
 The next day I met up with him in the hospital, after his wife had finally managed to see a 
doctor. This was where I first received his testimony, where he first told me about his birthday in 
prison and the moment of his salvation. We were sitting on the balcony of the hospital only after 
Elias had constantly pushed for his wife to be admitted; he had come back every hour or so 
during the night while his wife was sleeping and pestered the registration nurse until she finally 
relented. His son, Junior, would be born in this hospital two days later. For now, though, we sat 
together on the balcony of the maternity ward and talked about the ordeal of the previous night. 
Elias had an almost uncanny cheerfulness and ability to stay positive through the many struggles 
that he dealt with almost daily. But a sense of bitterness or disappointment showed through when 
he explained to me that Magnolia was the first person that he called when he realized he was 
stranded in a van on the street. The first time she picked up, she had listened to his story, and 
explained that she would pray for him and his wife, but that there was nothing she could do for 
him. He called her son, the pastor, to ask as well, and received a brief audio message in response 
telling him that the pastor would call as soon as he was free, but that call never came. After 
exhausting his other possibilities, he tried Magnolia again – and then again, at least two or three 
times, he said – but she had stopped answering. “They talk about supporting me, about helping 
me get my life back together, but when I actually need help they offer me nothing.”  
 Elias never spoke to Magnolia again. For her part, Magnolia mentioned Elias once to me 
following this event, simply to note his absence in the church group’s monthly meetings. She 
was accustomed to this attrition in participation – many were re-arrested, others found jobs, still 
others simply had no money for transport. This is not to say that she was not concerned with the 
wellbeing of those with whom she worked – after all, she had dedicated decades of her life to 
work both within prison and with the formerly incarcerated. But for Elias, the encounter with the 
limits of her compassion was a painful revelation. It was not simply that Magnolia’s care fell 
short; the night in the hospital seemed to reveal that the relationship Elias had understood to exist 
between them was hollow. In this moment at least, the figure of the caring or maternal 
resocialization worker seemed to dissolve, revealing to Elias that he and his family were alone.    
 
Conclusion: The Maternal Prison? 
 When Diogo washed the sheets and clothes of his cellmates, he did so bent over a tap 
protruding out of the wall in his particular wing of the prison, the same tap used to supply 
drinking water.64 He occasionally wrote to me in our letter correspondence to me about the pain 

 
64 This water was supposedly potable and essentially the same water that was supplied to surrounding houses, but it 
often ran dirty brown. The irregular and contaminated supply of water was an ongoing concern and the cause of 
several debates among the prison administration, Rio de Janeiro’s water department, and health professionals. 
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running down his back because of the position he had to hold over this tap, often for several 
hours each day, in order to afford to survive and to access paper for his work. René Dotti 
penitentiary, like every men’s prison that I visited during my fieldwork, has no laundry space, 
nor anywhere to wash or dry clothes. After being washed, the clothes are generally hung up their 
clothes next to the small windows or grates in their cells to facilitate drying. This reduces air 
circulation and increases humidity, both of which amplify the risk of contracting tuberculosis and 
other airborne diseases.  
 By contrast, Talavera Bruce, Rio de Janeiro’s largest women’s prison, was constructed with a 
dedicated laundry. After the prison was first built in the 1940s, those imprisoned there washed 
not only their own clothes but those of men’s prisons as well, which were sent from other units to 
Talavera Bruce and returned clean. Before it was built, women were incarcerated in the same 
units as men, generally occupying separate cells or galleries. Talavera Bruce’s construction was 
not principally motivated by the desire to improve the welfare of these women but rather to 
“preserve the internal peace and security of men’s prison” against their destabilizing presence 
(Lima 1983: 47). Despite this, the prison apparently took on a feminine form and feeling such 
that its first (male) warden stated that “In every aspect one can see a feminine touch: the position 
of a towel, the availability of utensils, the alignment of the tables and chairs, flowers on top of 
tables – nothing resembles what one might imagine in the first hypothesis as a prison” (Caneppa 
in Lima 1983: 60). 
 Does prison have a gender? Activists, administrators and scholars have long considered the 
institution – not just those units designated as “men’s prisons” – as not simply patriarchal but 
also masculine, or indeed “ultramasculine” (Sabo, Kupers and London 2001: 3). On the one 
hand, this is closely associated with the idea that prisons are designed around the image of a 
particular gendered subject at its core; that is, that the designs of prison and punishment assume a 
man as their target (Davis 2001; Lima 1983; Quieroz 2015). Indeed, in response to these ideas 
some state and federal governments worldwide have embarked upon the construction “gender 
responsive” units that ostensibly better respond to the needs of women (Shaylor 2008). The 
above quote from Caneppa, however, points to something slightly different. The “feminine” 
details he observed in his own prison also appear to be marks of a home, of domesticity. 
Whatever the veracity of his description, there is a clear assertion here that the more feminine a 
prison appears, the more it ceases to resemble a prison at all. For Caneppa there seems to be 
something male about prison, in its isolation, in its coldness. From another angle, we might also 
see this same masculinity in the way Diogo’s back bent over the tap as he washed clothes, 
twisting his body around a space that was never built for feminized labor. 
 But we can approach this question from yet another perspective, by thinking through prison 
as emblematic of a particular kind of statecraft. This is the approach taken by Loïc Wacquant in 
his account of neoliberal governance and penality in the United States (2009). Wacquant draws 
on Bourdieu’s model of the state as a “splintered space of forces” concentrated around gendered 
two poles of government, identified as the left and right hands of the Leviathan (2009: 289). 
Here the “feminine” left hand acts through policies and practices largely associated with welfare, 
including education, health and housing, while the “masculine” right hand represents the punitive 
force of policing, prison and market deregulation. Wacquant suggests a qualitative shift in the 
governance of urban marginality from the left to the right hand, as the “muscular” forces of 
punitivism, of which prison is a central but by no means the sole example, are increasingly 
employed in the control of these marginal populations. 
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 By considering the prevalence of motherhood as a paradigm for resocialization I want to 
trouble these accounts of both prison and statecraft. To consider incarceration as an expression of 
both masculinity and violence does several things. It reproduces a rigid definition of masculinity 
itself, naturalizing its relationship to force or power. It also passes over the ties between violence 
and discourses of reform, nurture or development – ties that are not only gendered but also 
racialized, particularly in the way that they infantilize Black men even as they hold out to them a 
promise of citizenship, manhood, and ultimately fatherhood. Finally, it buttresses a discourse in 
which “treatment” in prison, as a largely white and feminized domain, becomes discursively 
removed from the broader project of incarceration and thereby shielded from any critique of it. 
Yet as the social worker Edilaine states at the beginning of this chapter, the “feminine” hand of a 
mother might also be extended to hit her child – a blow that, for her, demonstrates precisely what 
a prison is and does. 
 As anthropologists Adriana Vianna and Laura Lowenkron have argued, the relationship 
between gender and statecraft is more productively pursued by identifying and examining how 
each continually makes and remakes the other (2017). What I offer here is an account of this 
mutual construction and transformation, one that points to a particularly feminine and maternal 
labor at place within and outside prison. The maternal prison emerges in the everyday moments 
of a Brazilian penal state, coming into view in these encounters between treatment workers and 
incarcerated men. The injunctive to resocialize produces a particular field of relationships 
oriented not only towards reform, but also specifically towards building men and saving families. 
This field is marked by moments of both compassion and discipline, arguably dissolving any 
distinction between the two; but it is also marked by disappointment when care or support fails to 
cohere, often painfully so. The maternal prison is productive in leading us to confront these 
issues that are too easily masked through an analysis that divides “treatment” and reform from 
punitive violence, and that declares the latter as the dominant operating principle of 
incarceration. It represents both a particular vein of thought and action that runs through 
incarceration, and the analytical perspective by which we might approach and understand that 
vein.  
 In following this line of inquiry through the present chapter, there emerges one question that 
my interlocutors return to constantly in order to make sense of both prison and resocialization: 
what counts as family? I will continue to examine the weight of this question in the following 
chapter through an examination of incarcerated travestis.  As I have already demonstrated, the 
question cuts many ways depending on the position of the actors involved and the way it is 
articulated. Nevertheless, it is one that workers and the imprisoned alike clearly grapple with, as 
they work to make meaning of a life inside prison and one beyond it. There is a history behind 
these concerns, one that ties the moments outlined here to Brazil’s colonial project in defining 
who might belong within the nation and who is cast outside it or relegated to its margins. And all 
of this work is underpinned by a particular grammar of race and racism that shapes what lives, 
families and futures become understood as pathological, redeemable, or desirable. It is in the 
pursuit of answers to this question that those situated at various points in Rio de Janeiro’s 
carceral project demonstrate how compassion and punishment are entangled within the 
possibility of a resocialized future. 
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Chapter 6 – Travestis and Topologies of Reform 

 
One November afternoon I walked into the yellow education hall of René Dotti prison, 

empty but for Renata, the unit's psychologist, and Leo, the incarcerated former Project Life 
participant who had now become a multiplier. I was here to run a workshop, one that officially 
was under the umbrella of Project Life, but which Renata organized as a parallel structure, 
recognized by her and the prison as the “LGBT group.” While the co-ordination and 
authorization of activities were done as if it were within Project Life, the LGBT group activities 
were different; anyone of the ninety or so people that Renata had on her LGBT list within the 
prison was invited for each event, with no selection process and no graduation. As I ran through 
my plan for the workshop, Leo pulled chairs that were stacked on the sides of the room and 
arranged them facing the front. Renata asked him to find a microphone, but he responded that a 
church group had borrowed it for a special event within the temple. Clearly irritated, Renata 
responded that they could have at least guaranteed one mic for the group. 

The basic outline of my workshop was a conversation around various ideas related to 
resocialization, punishment, freedom and citizenship. It was similar to other Project Life events I 
had organized, but I had tried to leave space for discussing how such ideas might be understood 
by those who lay outside the heteronormative and largely masculine narratives of reform that 
dominated men’s prisons. After around fifteen minutes thirty participants were sitting in front of 
me, around half of whom presented as women. I had to shout over the whir of the fans to 
introduce myself, but most of those present recognized me from my work in the prison. We 
started with a brief discussion around some of these ideas before I suggested that we split into 
groups to work through the kinds of futures imagined by participants and the barriers that they 
might face in pursuing them. As other participants talked, I came up to Jessica, a travesti who I 
recognized, having briefly met her before her imprisonment almost one year prior. Her face lit up 
when she recognized me and we talked briefly about a mutual friend before she asked “So, what 
is it you want from us here? Is about what we want to do or is this about reality?” I said I wanted 
to discuss both, but that I was mostly thinking about the former. “Ok,” she responded. “So you 
want a utopia.” I was searching for a framing for the exercise that might be more productive but I 
couldn’t find one, so I just nodded. 

As we were reaching closer to the end of the two hours for which we were authorized to use 
the hall, we came back together to share our thoughts. Jessica was the first to speak. She 
explained that her group had divided their concerns between utopia and reality. She started with a 
list of the former: “Get a job. Go back to my family. Find somewhere to live. See an 
endocrinologist – because we use way too many hormones in prison and we could end up with 
thrombosis.” Then she switched to reality: “Nobody’s going to hire us. Our families don’t accept 
us, and we can’t find anywhere to live. The endocrinologists we need don’t exist, and even if 
they do, they won’t see us. Schools won’t accept us. Honestly, when I leave prison I’m going to 
steal.” She received a huge round of applause after her response, although some participants 
were clearly frustrated and kept their arms folded. A man stood up and told the crowd that 
anything was possible as long as one was able to stay strong (“se manter firme”). Another 
travesti said that she had seen that a popular supermarket chain was always hiring LGBT people. 
After we finished the discussion I was able to speak a little more to Jessica. While she wrote 
down her address for me to pass on to an acquaintance who might be able to help her, I asked her 
what she thought of the workshop. She said she thought it was good to open up the conversation, 
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at least to be able to vent (“desabafar”) a little. “But people here are so naïve. The doors are 
closed to us unless we break them down.” 

Jessica, together with her group, provoked myself and other participants to recognize this 
breach between utopia and reality, a breach that was so central that no hopeful narratives of 
release made sense except as they stood beneath its shadow. In this sense Jessica pushed those of 
us present to understand the resocialization as a utopia, a non-place, as well as the phantasmic 
“social” purported to exist behind it. The responses that followed, however, suggested a 
frustration both with the reality described by Jessica and the suggestion that one’s own willpower 
was not in itself sufficient to bridge the gap between the two. What emerged in this workshop 
was a contestation over narratives of self-sovereignty and reform, bringing into question both 
resocialization and the power of the individual will to an extent far greater than any context 
dominated by straight cisgender men. 

This chapter follows these questions by considering how incarcerated travestis work to 
produce futures for themselves; how such futures become legible, or fail to do so, within 
institutional narratives and protocols of resocialization; and what the consequences of such 
il/legibility are both for travestis and the prison administration. While I have touched upon some 
of the experiences of travestis in previous chapters, the bulk of this dissertation has approached 
resocialization as it emerges in practices and encounters between the prison administration, 
workers and volunteers, and incarcerated cisgender men. In broad terms, what has come out of 
this analysis is a picture of resocialization as simultaneously under- and over-determined. On the 
one hand, it carries with it the demand for incarcerated men to reorient themselves towards social 
life through a process of moral transformation that is gestured towards far without ever being 
clearly specified. On the other, the supposed results of such a transformation are generally 
reduced to an extremely limited set of signposts of respectable masculinity, particularly the 
construction of proper fathers and workers.  

But the applicability of resocialization in either sense for those in the men’s prison who are 
not men is never clearly established. While prison workers might follow through with their 
moral, legal, or professional injunction to reform when working with travestis, such work never 
sufficiently coheres since workers cannot identify a socially productive or reproductive role for 
them. Where cisgender men might become first sons to resocialization workers, then fathers to 
their own children, the forms of kinship cultivated and maintained by travestis are denied, 
rendering them as nobody’s daughters. The denial of kinship and relationality, that characteristic 
of social death (Patterson 1982), operates for both cisgender men and travestis; but both the form 
of this denial and its consequences are distinct. This assumption of kinlessness is not just an 
abstract question; it shapes how travestis move through the prison system, often resulting, as I 
will argue below, in the effective extension of their imprisonment. 

The gendered nature of both incarceration and resocialization reveals itself through the 
experiences of travestis in a different light than with other incarcerated people. But while I bring 
in such comparisons in this chapter, I do not wish to reduce the experiences of travestis to a foil 
or negative space against which reformed manhood and masculinity might more clearly come 
into focus. My object is not men but men’s prisons, institutions which, as I highlighted in the 
previous chapter, are shot through with questions of femininity. Furthermore, travestis also 
highlight the racialized as much as gendered experience of incarceration in Rio de Janeiro.  
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When Jessica spoke of the utopia of resocialization, she located this critique within her 

knowledge and experience as an incarcerated Black Brazilian as much as a travesti. Race and 
gender are intertwined here, as they are with the other travestis, all of whom identified as black, 
who appear in this chapter. But the arguments Dandara raised from this position nevertheless 
extend to reformative narratives more generally that circulated around her and offered a form of 
hope even as they pinned her in. This chapter is a response to Jessica’s provocation, one that 
follows her and others in order to better understand both the sense and the non-sense of 
resocialization. 

I use the word “follow” deliberately, sometimes in its most literal sense, as I trail behind and 
mark the paths forged by and for travestis, both within the prison system and beyond. In doing 
so, I highlight the geographies brought forth through resocialization. The “re” in resocialization 
indexes a temporal figure, looking forward in anticipation of a return – as it does in related 
concepts of rehabilitation, recovery, redemption (Canguilhem 2012; Garcia 2008; Meyers 2015). 
But resocialization also has territorializing effects, both within and outside prison, marking the 
spaces through which the incarcerated pass through. Spaces alternately open up or close down, 
doors shut, literally as much as metaphorically; others, as Jessica notes, must be broken. The 
resultant geographies are gendered; travestis experience and move through such spaces very 
differently to others within the prison system. This operates within specific spaces in prison, such 
as the René Dotti’s yellow hall, described in Chapter 3; but it also can be seen from the scale of 
the entire state prison system, through the movements that are produced between units as 
pathways of progressing through a sentence. 

 
Travestilidade as Gender and Politics 

Given what I have outlined above, the intent of this chapter is not to anchor or explain the 
experiences of travestis through any specific analysis of their gender or sexual identity, nor to 
elaborate from their position an overarching theory of what gender is or does in the context of 
Rio de Janeiro’s prisons. Any attempt to fix or rigidly define travestis either through their gender 
or sexuality, furthermore, falls short in explaining the experiences of people who both inhabit 
and play with such categories in ways that are often strikingly fluid. Nevertheless, it is important 
to outline the configurations of gender, sexuality, class and race that the term indexes in order to 
more clearly understand and locate the experiences of travestis within the men’s prison system. 

Many scholars employ the term trans as an analytic catch-all category that encompasses 
travestis along with transgender Brazilians. But as Dora Santana argues “There is a political 
distinction but also an overlap and at times interchangeable naming among travesti, transexual, 
and mulher trans in the country. The term travesti has been attached to a history of exclusion that 
has become classed and racialized in Brazil” (2019: 213). Associations between travestis and 
crime, poverty, Blackness and lower-status sex work such as street prostitution, circulate within 
Brazilian media, politics, and among many cisgender Brazilians. However, Santana suggests that 
the term also references a form of resistance and solidarity that pushes back both against 
normative white womanhood and the state violence and criminalization that draws on and 
sustains it. While some travestis also identify as trans women, many do not. My use of the term 
travesti here refers both to the forms of self-identification used by those with whom I worked as 
well as these collective identity and history that they take part in through this identification. 

Travesti activists have also argued that pressure to identify as women constitutes a form of 
respectability politics and the erasure of travestilidade (“travestility,” see Jarrin 2019). Luma 
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Andrade in particular has criticized what she terms “womanizing” (“mulheramento”) – a process 
that operates along a logic parallel to that of whitening in which travestis are encouraged to 
identify as trans women and to cultivate a femininity that might “pass” within largely white and 
middle-class definitions of womanhood (Andrade 2012: Fernandes and Torres 2019). Andrade 
emphasizes the sovereign act of self-identification as the grounds for gender even as such 
identity might be fluid or ambivalent – including when people draw upon multiple gender 
identities or invoke various labels such as trans woman or travesti, either simultaneously or in 
different contexts.65 Against this line of argument, however, Amanda Moira suggests that an 
emphasis on self-identification places the burden of explanation on transgender and other 
gender-variant people while leaving cisgender identities unmarked (2017). For her, this 
reasoning finds its limit most clearly in travestis, who identify themselves variously as women, 
men, or as a third gender distinct from both. She questions what is at stake in these different 
forms of identification: “would they be exempted from being brutally objectified on the streets, 
from having their life expectancy around thirty-five years old?” (2017: 370). Moira instead turns 
to the body, not as a deterministic ground of identity but rather as the site upon which gendered 
identities and politics, particularly those of travestilidade, are created and negotiated. 

While Moira and Andrade, both travesti scholars and activists, frame gender differently in 
their arguments, their alternate positions perhaps represent better a distinction in emphasis rather 
than conflicting analytical approaches. Self-identification and corporality also overlap; the body 
is the site upon which travestis as much as other genders inscribe identities and stake claims for 
recognition.66 Certainly the distinction itself never seemed particularly important to those such 
with whom I worked. At the same time, during conversations as much as interviews travestis 
would diverge considerably in terms of the bodily, temporal and social location of gender 
identity and performance.67 Furthermore, both body and self-identification gain a different 
salience in the context of the prison system, an institute that constitutes an attack on both, 
particularly for travestis. Strategies of cultivating particular bodily dispositions are made 
inaccessible within prison, while travestis are classified through a criminal justice and broader 
legal system that understands and largely treats them as men. 

The criminalization of travestis alongside other LGBT people is both compounded and 
obscured by their invisibility within accounts of the prison population. There is no clear estimate, 
on the part of the state or outside researchers, of how many travestis are currently incarcerated in 
Rio de Janeiro or in Brazil as a whole. In this sense, Renata’s LGBT group is an exception, one 
largely the product of the psychologist’s own efforts to create and maintain a register within 
René Dotti. Despite the clear criminalization of travestis alongside other trans Brazilians, 
virtually all are classified within the prison system in accordance with their legally defined sex. 
At the same time, there exists practices of classification and segregation that shape the presence 
and passage of travestis and other incarcerated LGBT people through the prison system. As 
Márcio Zamboni notes, this occurs on various levels: prison administrators formally or 
informally develop norms for the custody of queer and trans inmates; incarcerated queer, trans 

 
65 The term transgender (“transgênero”) is less commonly used in Brazil. 
66 It is not the only site, however; Borba and Ostermann (2008), for instance, highlight how travestis’ speech 
demonstrates strategies of manipulating grammatical gender to vary contextually references to themselves and 
others through alternately masculine and feminine forms. 
67 For a parallel discussion of the category of sapatão within women’s prisons in Rio de Janeiro, see D’eltrami, 
Lima, Costa et al. (2018). 
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and travesti people push for particular forms of recognition and treatment; and the “factions” 
maintain codes of conduct for the incarcerated that systematically exclude those who do not fit in 
with particular ideals of masculinity (Zamboni 2016, 2017). The combined results of these forces 
vary depending on the particular state or even individual prisons. In São Paulo, for instance, a 
small number of prison units hold the vast majority of LGBT incarcerated people, largely in 
separate cells or wings than the prison population marked as general (2017). 

The state of Rio de Janeiro is somewhat distinct. Unlike the complete dominance of a single 
faction in São Paulo, in Rio there exist multiple inmate organizations, including one that operates 
under a logic parallel to that of factions that explicitly prohibits homophobia and transphobia 
within its statute: The People of Israel.68 The group largely comprises those who until the recent 
past were largely refer as “neutral,” not belonging to either a faction or to militias – those 
convicted of rape, violence against women or homicides against close relatives, as well as gay 
men, travestis, and trans women.69 Their consolidation as the People of Israel, operating as a 
network of survival and political solidarity as well as a system of internal governance within 
prison, has led to the prison administration informally assigning prison units to the group, just as 
they designate others for specific factions. The vast majority of travestis are therefore 
incarcerated within these units and are not held in separate cells from incarcerated men. While 
those in evangelical cells prohibit travestis from being housed with them, there is no gendered 
segregation among the cells designated for the “impious.” The governing structure of the People 
of Israel offers some protection against transphobic attacks and violence on the part of other 
incarcerated people (through official representation within the group’s leaders and sanctioned 
punishment for such acts) as well as limited support in resisting violence from guards and other 
custodial figures. 

Furthermore, in 2015 Rio de Janeiro’s prison administration produced a resolution that 
formally recognized incarcerated LGBT people and established both norms of custody and a 
limited series of rights available to them. Centrally, the resolution obliges both custody and 
treatment staff to recognize the self-determined gender and sexual orientation of the incarcerated 
and to treat them accordingly, including referring to them by their “social name.”70 It also 
prohibits travestis and transexual women from being forced to wear masculine clothing or having 
their heads shaved,71 and guarantees transexual women (but not travestis) the right to be 

 
68 People of Israel distinguishes itself from factions given that the group exists almost entirely within prison, controls 
no territory within the city of Rio de Janeiro, and is therefore neither politically nor economically supported by 
outside organized crime. Within prison, however, the operational structure is largely identical to that of factions, 
particularly through the centrality of the “statute,” a list of rules governing the conduct of the incarcerated. One of 
the articles of the statue clearly states that homophobia and transphobia “will not be tolerated.” 
69 People of Israel operates solely in men’s prisons, from which trans men are excluded. These prisons are still 
occasionally described as “neutral,” although they still often house both members of the People of Israel and 
incarcerated militia groups tied to the police and armed forces. 
70 Social name in Brazil refers to the name one chooses to be identified as in contrast to the nome de registro, the 
officially registered name – depending on the state and the institution there is some state recognition of one’s social 
name. 
71 Cisgender men have their heads shaved upon entry into the prison system – the practice is widespread despite not 
being stipulated by any law, administrative policy or regulation. 
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imprisoned within a women’s unit.72 The formal recognition of the existence of travestis and 
other incarcerated LGBT people within Rio’s prison system brought with it few lasting changes 
within the prison system beyond what had already been established in many prisons as an 
informal arrangement. Many of the resolution’s directives have never been applied 
systematically, such as the registration of social names. The Project Life graduation ceremony 
described in Chapter 3, in which travestis who had completed the program were presented 
certificates with their registered, male-coded names points to the weakness of the resolution itself 
in producing durable reforms. It has, however, created a platform by which incarcerated travestis, 
often through public defenders, are able to claim specific rights within prison and produce formal 
complaints against guards. 
 
Bad Behavior 

In one of the first ethnographic studies of women’s prisons in the United States, Rose 
Giallombardo began with the argument that the political and existential threat that incarcerated 
women posed to the state was largely distinct from that of men. Where criminal men were seen 
by wider society dangerous, a potentially violent threat to social cohesion, the “disgraced and 
dishonored woman” had always been understood as pathetic (1966: 7). The sharp contrast 
suggested within her argument glosses over how gendered narratives of delinquency intersect 
with other structures of power, including those of race and racialization. Most notably, in the case 
of the United states, the drastic differences in incarceration rates between black and white 
women suggests vast differences in how their gender is apprehended by the criminal justice 
system. Nevertheless, there are echoes of Giallombardo in an argument that circulated among 
treatment workers and public defenders in Rio de Janeiro: that incarcerated cisgender women 
were tragic figures far more worthy of sympathy than fear. Men’s criminal agency might be 
attenuated through infantilization, but women’s is denied completely through the explanation that 
virtually all those incarcerated in women’s prisons are, in fact, victims of their husbands, 
brothers and sons. These men either frame them or force them into criminal acts against their will 
– the most iconic example being the wife or girlfriend caught as an unwilling drug mule. 

Incarcerated travestis are not interpellated by resocialization workers through either frame. 
They do not invoke the same individual or existential threat of men, nor the tragic sympathy of 
cisgender women. Occasionally they are seen as comical – as Ángela, the public defender in 
Helio Gomes, would tell me as we drove home from work in the prison, “I like working with 
travestis because they’re always so funny.” For many evangelicals, by contrast, travestis 
exemplified the very serious concern with “homossexualismo” in prison, a “vice” parallel to that 
of addiction that stemmed from a lack of emotional and spiritual support that might allow them 
to, in the future, find their God-given identities as men and become ex-travestis.73 While travestis 
were largely excluded from evangelical religious services, in walking to and from the temple 

 
72 According to the resolution, while both travestis and transexual women present themselves socially in the 
“feminine gender,” the distinction between the two hinges upon whether or not one rejects one’s “male sexual 
organ.” 
73 As a category that emerged principally within conversations with evangelical missionaries, “homosexualism,” 
unlike homosexuality, refers to a pathological practice rather than a sexual identity. In the context of prison, it 
indexes a preoccupation with what has been described in Anglophone contexts as “situational homosexuality” (see 
Kunzel 2008). 
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Magnolia and other missionaries would often make a point of speaking with travestis and 
offering a prayer if asked, although they would always refer to them using masculine forms.  

The ostensible criminality of travestis instead seems to be both taken for granted and 
diminished, at least in relationship to cisgender men. In terms of the actual sentencing patterns, it 
is difficult to establish any general pattern given the lack of research and particularly statistical 
data. However, both my own fieldwork and that of several other researchers in Brazil suggest 
that the surveillance, policing and imprisonment of travestis largely falls outside the network of 
security policies and narratives that comprise Brazil’s War on Drugs (Zamboni 2016). Over 70% 
of those incarcerated within women’s prisons in Rio de Janeiro, and in the nation as a whole, are 
convicted for drug-related sentences. For the overall prison population in the men’s system this 
number is smaller, at around 35% (Infopn 2017). But the pervasive image of the incarcerated 
male bandido is inextricably linked to the illicit drug market and the “factions” that are organized 
around traffic and trade. None of the travestis that I worked with were convicted on drug 
charges, by contrast. Neither were they arrested within the favelas occupied by pacifying police, 
whose presence in these areas were justified as a means of combatting traffickers. Instead, their 
convictions were largely for theft and assault, while they were often arrested in populated areas 
of the city center often linked to tourism. 

This difference in these sentencing patterns is significant within penal law. Travestis’ 
convictions largely do not fall under the family of crimes designated as heinous; a juridical 
category formalized in 1990 for certain crimes, one that extends sentences and denies or defers 
many of the “benefits” that would normally accrue within prison system’s progressivist 
structure.74 This often results in prison sentences for travestis that are, on paper, shorter than for 
others within the men’s prison system. It also means that the sentences for travestis generally 
follow a standard (rather than delayed) “calculation” of dates after which they become eligible 
for regime progression and parole. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, eligibility for this 
progression, and particularly for parole, is subject to the satisfaction of the “subjective” criteria 
for release – including providing evidence of resocialization. In that chapter I demonstrated how 
one of the principal documents that attests to these subjective criteria is the disciplinary 
transcript, or TFD (“transcrição de ficha disciplinar”), which lists the infractions incurred by 
during a person’s imprisonment and assigns a behavioral classification along an ascending ladder 
of terms. Guards often write up infractions for incarcerated people based on seemingly 
innocuous incidents or even administrative errors. But travestis are far more likely than others to 
accrue these infractions, which produce an extensive history of apparent insubordination and 
result in their constant designation as “badly behaved” – a designation that can often bar them 
from eligibility for parole. 

Hillary, for example, was a black travesti who spent the majority of her sentence in Crispim 
Ventino, an “open” regime prison unit that I will examine in more detail below in which the 
imprisoned generally leave the unit on most weekdays. But her movement was constantly 
impeded by the litany of infractions she received across her short sentence. These often emerged 
from being targeted for constant harassment by guards, including one particular officer who 

 
74 The “traffic in illicit narcotics” was initially identified in the 1988 constitution, alongside torture, terrorism and 
“heinous crimes,” as "insusceptible to mercy or amnesty.” A 1990 legislation (Nº 8.072, July 25) produced a 
concrete list of convictions that actually composed a heinous crime. Those in the constitution that were listed 
separately came to be defined as “analogous” (“equiparado”) to a heinous crime. The concrete effects of these 
categories (heinous or analogous) in terms of sentencing protocols are identical. 
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would aggressively pat her down and force her to take off her shirt as she entered and left prison. 
On one occasion, for example, she had received two separate “serious” infractions for a single 
incident that had occurred as she was returning to the prison. As she moved forward along a file 
of people entering to return to their cells, she was singled out once more by this guard, who 
began insulting her as he patted her down. After she pulled herself from him and began throwing 
insults back, she was held down by two other guards until the first had completed his search. 
Later that evening she was removed from her shared cell and segregated from the general 
population in a small cell. Not only had she received an infraction for “formulating a complaint 
or accusation with revealing imprudence due to a reprobable motive”; in the aftermath of the 
conflict she was registered as arriving late to the unit, and thus was charged with “disobedience 
of regulatory schedules.” I received various versions of this story from others held in Crispim 
Ventino over a few weeks until Hillary herself appeared one day, apparently back in the general 
prison population and allowed to leave once more. When I spoke to her again, she was clearly 
enraged by the actions of the guard, but she also shrugged off the punishment itself. 

Infractions are referred to by both incarcerated people and prison workers as “CTCs,” a term 
that references the Technical Classification Committee that is ostensibly responsible for 
producing them. CTCs are the only procedure entirely under control of those within the prison 
system that has any influence on the sentence of an incarcerated person – while public defenders 
occasionally appeal these decisions, such appeals are not formal juridical processes and penal 
judges have no part in them. The committees that write and sign off on these infractions are, by 
law, meant to be composed in equal parts by custodial and treatment staff and decided after 
careful deliberation. This disciplinary taskforce formed part of a scheme known as the 
“individualization of the sentence,” one that responded to each incarcerated person to produce a 
form of imprisonment suitable for them. In practice, psychologists and social workers often 
received several of the CTC reports on their desks, already written with the expectation that they 
be signed unaltered. The results of any infraction classified as “serious” include automatic 
reclassification of the incarcerated person as badly behaved for a minimum of six months; a 
growing record within the disciplinary transcript; and, depending on the circumstances, a stint of 
up to one year in the Regime Disciplinar Diferenciado or RDD – a form of carceral segregation 
that approaches solitary confinement, although endemic prison overcrowding means that RDD 
cells are often occupied by two or more people.  

For Hillary, there was one further consequence – she was would be prohibited from leaving 
prison during Christmas and the New Year in the upcoming weeks. Her response to receiving her 
CTCs seemed to me at once defiant and resigned. The fact that her resistance to constant 
harassment and assault would result in her own punishment was not particularly surprising; it 
was, however, a constant source of outrage. As she described, in her first day of segregation “I 
was like a crazy person, I just kept shouting ‘fuck you!’ as loud as I could, saying I would spill 
all the guards’ secrets with everyone.” She asked me if I knew any way that she could “fuck 
over” the guards that had done this to her, although when I offered to put her in contact with a 
prison activist who might be able to produce a formal complaint she quickly lost interest.75 
Nevertheless, she appeared unperturbed by the fact that she would be chronically marked 
throughout her sentence as badly behaved – there did not seem to be any other option. Hillary 

 
75 Neither she nor I had much hope that this would have any concrete result beyond a possible brief back-and-forth 
of documents, but it was the only possibility I had to offer. 
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had already reached the date in her sentence that would mark eligibility for parole before we met. 
Given her CTCs, however, she was never eligible to even apply. Bad behavior is not simply a 
mark against an incarcerated person – the behavioral index temporarily bars those with “bad” or 
“neutral” designations from any benefits including regime progression. 

While she never accepted the taken-for-grantedness of their own criminalization, Hillary did 
recognize it as an expected part of their passage through the criminal justice system. And prison 
is hardly the first or most prominent site of this criminalization, one which is inextricably, though 
contradictorily, tied to sex work. Ninety per cent of travestis and transgender women support 
themselves financially, in part or entirely, through prostitution (ANTRA 2018). Regardless of 
their means of supporting themselves, however, they are understood within popular discourse 
through this association. Adult prostitution is legal in Brazil and recognized as a profession by 
the Ministry of Employment since 2002.76 In practice, however, prostitutes – and particularly 
travestis – are harassed by policed, expelled from public spaces, and often beaten or tortured. 
They therefore have little recourse to the law to protect themselves from the violence against 
them. The broad stigmatization of prostitution legitimates an intense police surveillance of 
travestis. 

This much is obvious for Hillary or Jessica. It does, however, emerge as a particular 
conundrum for prison staff such as social workers and psychologists, because sex work, 
regardless of its legality, appears antithetical to the project of resocialization. While I never 
observed criminological exams undertaken with travestis, I was present for one (with the 
permission of the interviewee) that demonstrates this tension. From the beginning of the 
interview, the young man identified himself as a hairdresser and a prostitute. The social worker 
was particularly interested in tracing the series of events that led to the particular crime for which 
he was convicted, but when she asked him of his plans for the future she was clearly 
disappointed with his response – that he would return to the same work he had been in before. 
This was, indeed, work, but to the interviewer it was not adequate as evidence of any 
transformation. When she had finished the report itself she took advantage of the man’s presence 
to offer some advice. “You can’t continue on the life you are living” she told him, “you know 
what will lead you astray, these drugs –.” The man had never mentioned using drugs and 
interrupted to tell her so. After she appeared to search for some kind of vice or moral failure she 
could attach to him to produce a more conventional narrative of his crime as symptomatic of a 
broader malaise, eventually settling, somewhat spuriously, on alcohol. She shook her head as he 
left the room, whispering to me that there was no way a judge would accept his parole request. 

In a criminal system in which the two main subjective criteria for parole are behavior and 
the intended plans of the incarcerated person upon release, travestis seem to inevitably fall short 
on both fronts. Both in informal interactions with prison staff and in the documents that refer to 
them such as the criminological exam and the disciplinary record, they are judged by the 
administration and the law as failing to reorient themselves away from delinquency and towards 
forms of social life deemed as lawful or respectable. There is no legal path through which 
travestis might escape their interpellation as chronically badly behaved. The most common result 

 
76 However, both procuring and “cafetinagem” – that is, “encouraging, favoring, or facilitating” sex work as a pimp 
or madam, for example – are illegal. This effectively prohibits the operation of brothels; arguably, while the law 
attempts to reduce trafficking and exploitation, it also makes prostitution more dangerous by pushing it onto the 
street. 
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of this classification is stasis. Hillary was stuck in Crispim Ventino, unable to progress. 
Occasionally the result is the opposite – regression, a move downward, slipping down the chain 
of security regimes and back into a semi-open or closed prison unit. But in either case, unless 
they are able to complete their entire sentence in prison,77 travestis often become caught within 
the gears of a system of progressive incarceration that only seems capable of registering them as 
incorrigible. 

 
Carceral Geographies and the Problem of Home 

Bad behavior stretches out time and produces immobility. A sentence drags on, the 
tabulation of “progress” loses meaning, and the only date that constitutes a concrete promise, the 
one marking the completion of a conviction, sits in the distance. This strategy of fastening one in 
place is perhaps unremarkable in a prison, an institution built around the production of various 
immobilities (Wacquant 2009; Rhodes 2004; Shabazz 2015). But it also points to how the 
temporalities and territories of prison are shaped through gender, both at the level of individual 
units and the entire network of Rio de Janeiro’s penal system. There is a spatial politics at play in 
the territories that are open or closed to travestis at any particular moment, as well as the 
meanings that people make of their presence or absence, that is distinct from that of cisgender 
men.  

To elaborate on this politics, we might return to the yellow hall inside René Dotti. The room 
is large and its acoustics are poor. A microphone helps, but the air still seems to absorb your 
voice as you talk even as shouts echo from other parts of the prison. Otherwise, the space is more 
or less amenable to both the LGBT group and Project Life activities, particularly with the stage 
at the front of the room for music and theater performances. The activities organized here, 
including the LGBT group and Project Life, were all open to the attendance and participation of 
travestis, at least in part through the insistence of the prison psychologist, Renata. Indeed, when 
Renata spoke to me about the selection process for Project Life, a program that received 
hundreds of applicants for the fifty available positions annually, she explained that she worked to 
ensure the participation of various travestis, as well as gay men; after their graduation, she 
reasoned, they would be more effective in their work as multipliers, spreading the ideas of the 
project to other incarcerated LGBT people who were often deprived of other educational 
opportunities. 

While this hall might be relatively open, it also sits at the end of a short corridor within the 
prison that represents a site of de facto exclusion for travestis. As discussed briefly in Chapter 3, 
this is the small area of the prison dedicated to the school, lined with small classrooms and the 
administrative office of teachers and the director. While the school combines primary and 
secondary education, it is otherwise formally equivalent to those outside prison, offers the same 
qualifications, and is governed by the State Secretary of Education. A graduation certificate from 
this school holds the same weight as any other. Like Project Life, demand outstrips supply for the 
school; approximately sixty positions are open each year, and priority is given to continuing 
students. But nevertheless, the complete absence of travestis in one of the few prisons that 
housed them was notable. According to others working in the prison, the director of the institute, 

 
77 Given that those incarcerated for a non-heinous first offense become eligible for parole after serving only one-
third of their sentence, the difference in time between parole eligibility and the end of a sentence is formidable. 
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a conservative evangelical woman, had a policy of refusing entry to travestis – the student body 
was entirely male. 

This exclusion is consequential. The formal credentials offered by the school system hold far 
more weight both inside and out of prison than a graduation certificate from Project Life – 
particularly as a job requirement. Perhaps a more immediate benefit is that since a 2011 change 
in federal law, Rio de Janeiro has offered sentence remission through study: for every three days 
that an incarcerated person participates in formal schooling, one is taken off their sentence. 
Alongside this remission, study also constitutes one form of evidence of an incarcerated person’s 
suitability for release during the criminological exam. Here again, travestis’ sentences are 
effectively extended through their inability to access the few spaces institutionally recognized 
and promoted as part of a program of reform. Even the yellow hall itself was an object of 
struggle between Renata and the school administration, since although it was not used for regular 
classes, it did technically fall under the jurisdiction of the school administration. Not only did 
school events therefore take priority over Project Life, so too did special religious activities that 
required the use of the room. Renata generally received a list of available days and times for the 
following month after these activities were confirmed, often giving her little time to organize 
activities and volunteers for both Project Life and the LGBT group. 

Travestis were also largely prohibited from both evangelical cells and temples. In the case of 
the former, the rules produced and enforced by the imprisoned prohibited travestis from 
occupying the cells. In a prison like René Dotti, this restriction effectively barred them from 
around half of the operating cells. In terms of the latter, the decision rested with the particular 
church – the majority did not allow travestis to participate in religious services, while the few 
that did required them to sit at the edge of the temple, separated from the rest of the 
congregation. During a brief period in 2017, one “inclusive” evangelical church was granted 
authorization to provide religious assistance within prison, and began work in René Dotti.78 
However, constant interruptions from guards and other churches as well as the resistance those in 
evangelical cells, who understand themselves as custodians of the temple space, pushed the 
pastor out of the prison after a few months. In comparison, the physical space of the Catholic 
church was a little more open, simply by virtue of the fact that the space was empty due to the 
infrequency of Catholic services. In René Dotti, those travestis who were authorized to leave 
their cells could spend their time simply hanging out in the church. In Tobias Barreto, the prison 
discussed in Chapter 2, incarcerated people of all genders participated in a bi-weekly musical 
performance and improvisation event run by an imprisoned Catholic man within the church 
named “Sing your Sorrows Away.”79 

These micro-politics of space emerge largely through informal governing strategies and 
dynamics between prison workers, administrators, volunteers, and incarcerated people. However, 
formal juridical and bureaucratic procedures also have their territorializing logics, ones that 
fasten travestis to certain territories and block their passage into others. Bad behavior is one of 
these. But the Law of Penal Execution also both categorizes and positions the incarcerated based 
on their relationship with the actual and virtual object of the home. The two most notable 

 
78 Inclusive refers to a broader branch of evangelical Christianity in Brazil that explicitly promotes participation of 
LGBT people and celebrates their identities. Generally both the leadership and much of the congregation is 
comprised of queer, trans and travesti evangelicals as well as their families. 
79 “Quem Canta Seus Males Espanta” 
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examples of this are with the “benefits” of periodic home visitation and house arrest. As we have 
seen in the previous chapter, those in prison become eligible for home visits after a certain 
fraction of their overall sentence has expired. House arrest (“prisão domiciliar”), by contrast, is 
largely used in Rio de Janeiro as a form of “open” imprisonment in which the incarcerated are 
confined to their homes, often under conditions of electronic monitoring through an ankle 
bracelet.80 

In either case, the incarcerated person’s eligibility to apply for such measures depends upon 
their capacity to produce a credible claim to having a home in the first place. And home here 
depends, above all, on immediate family members – mothers and wives, but occasionally 
grandmothers, fathers, and aunts. As we have seen in the previous chapter, house visitation rights 
require the written consent of the family member, who declares their responsibility for the 
custody of the incarcerated person during their visit. They must also provide some proof of 
residence alongside this signed form – most often a utility bill, occasionally a declaration from 
the neighborhood residents’ association. The same documentation is required for house arrest; in 
a few cases, judges will also request the criminological exam. Public defenders such as Lívia and 
Ángela would always begin preparing for these applications for their clients during consultations 
by asking the question: “Do you have family who can take you in?” 

The home, in its formulation by Brazilian anthropologist Roberto DaMatta, is a fundamental 
space of Brazilian society that exists in opposition to, and in constant tension with, the street. In 
this division of social space, home constitutes a site of care “where the body is produced, 
maintained, and cared for by persons essentially close to it,” a space whose ideal subject is the 
person; that is, the permeable social being formed through social ties and hierarchies (1982: 
164).81 The street, by contrast, is the realm of the individual, governed by logics of exchange, 
formal equality, and law. Neither space totally dominates; instead, the combination of the two 
produces forms of subjectivity and social life in Brazil that are essentially incoherent but 
nenetheless productive as people cross the threshold between these spaces.  

This account of Brazilian social life has been criticized on a number of fronts. For instance, 
Holston (2008) has underlined how the law, rather than constituting the domain of the individual, 
is personalized, with differential recognition and inequality explicitly written into legislation. 
Furthermore, DaMatta’s account is largely silent on the striking gendered and racialized 
dynamics that both construct such spaces and produce heterogeneity within them. The home, that 
paradigmatic site of femininity, is also a space of variegated and racialized forms of nurture; 
from the division of childcare between white mothers and black babás (nannies) to the political 
urgency of black mother’s efforts to make of their homes a sanctuary for their children (Massey 
2004; Rocha 2012; Gillam 2016). 

Drawing on both DaMatta and his critics allows us to understand the strange figure that 
house arrest casts across the realms personhood and individuality, the home and the law. First, 
house arrest opens up the home as the site for the social reintegration of the incarcerated, while 
maintaining a prohibition on the street. It constitutes the home as an intermediate stage between 

 
80 This is not the primary scope of house arrest according to federal law, which largely reserves it for cases of the 
elderly, sick, disabled, pregnant, and mothers or primary caretakers of children under the age of 12. In many states it 
appears to be granted exclusively to the wealthy – as seen in its rising visibility during the Car Wash corruption 
probe. In Rio, house arrest is almost never offered for any of these cases; it has, however, become the most common 
model of “open” imprisonment in the state after a decision by the state penal court in 2014. 
81 This analysis draws heavily on the concept of the person as elaborated by Louis Dumont (Dumont 1992). 
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prison and broader social life, while maintaining a prohibition on the street. But it also co-opts 
networks of kinship and affect in service of both custody and resocialization, blurring the 
distinction between the person and the individual. It does so by partially displacing responsibility 
for both onto family members, most often black women – mothers, sisters, aunts, and 
grandmothers – and by making a prison out of the home. 

But as another form of femininity, travestilidade is both conceptually and often literally cast 
out of the home. When Ángela and Lívia ask their clients if they have a family willing to house 
them, the answer they almost invariably receive from travestis is no. The kinship ties that 
constitute family, and therefore home, are often sites of conflict and violence, where they have 
not been severed entirely. Even in cases where travestis remain close to parents or siblings, they 
often face the threat of violence from other family members or even neighborhoods. Diana, 
another imprisoned black travesti, was in close contact with her mother, who would wire her 
money whenever she had the opportunity to support her during her incarceration. But this mother 
lived with her own father – Diana's grandfather – who refused any contact with Diana, or even to 
let her into the house, unless she presented as male. Diana spoke of her refusal as an affirmation 
of her own identity and sovereignty against the patriarchal figure of this grandfather, but it also 
essentially severed her from any claim to home that might otherwise have provided a path out of 
prison. Jessica, by contrast, maintained contact with her own mother and siblings, most of whom 
lived in a neighboring city; but these relationships were incredibly volatile, marked by constant 
cuts in communication, largely due to a constant conflict and renegotiation of the terms of their 
relationship, as well as the resultant tenuous legitimacy of Jessica’s claims to the family as a 
daughter and sister.  

When travestis cannot produce claims to home through legible ties of kinship, they are 
unable to even begin the application for house arrest. But there is another form of “open” 
incarceration available to them. If Lívia and Ángela’s clients respond “no” to their question 
regarding family, they then pull out another sheet of paper for their incarcerated clients to sign, 
an application form for the casa do albergado. Casa do albergado roughly corresponds to what 
would be known in the United States as a halfway house, in the sense that those held there sleep 
in the unit and leave during the day. Unlike a halfway house, however, the casa do albergado is 
still a prison.  Rio de Janeiro is one of the only states in Brazil that actually has a designated 
open prison, despite the juridical mandate that not only each state but each region should have an 
institution suitable for this function. It also only has one – Crispim Ventino, a prison located in a 
small but growing penal complex in the North Zone neighborhood of Benfica. When Lívia and 
Ángela bring out the form for the casa do albergado, they attach to it a warning: think carefully 
about whether you actually want this transfer. They say this because of an assumed greater 
“temptation” to flee the prison, but also because Crispim Ventino is infamous among public 
defenders as one of the most inhospitable and least resourced prisons within the system. 

There is something of a paradox within the progressive model of incarceration in Rio de 
Janeiro. On the one hand, the positive benefits accrued through progression are real and tangible. 
There is a very real and visceral difference between a closed prison, where the imprisoned are 
formally allowed one hour outside, and are often given less; and a semi-open model, where one 
can leave one’s cell in the morning and spend the day in the prison courtyard or soccer field. Yet 
because the administration’s funding priorities are so heavily skewed towards security over 
treatment, “closed” prison units are often far better maintained and resourced. The prisons within 
the system that were most often referred to as “model” or “window” units were all closed 
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prisons. There was a running joke among treatment staff that the semi-open model of prison 
would be better described as “semi-closed.” The joke’s inversion reflects the deep ambivalence 
of a system of progression in which a gradual reintegration with the social body is also 
characterized and experienced as progressive abandonment. 

As the only dedicated open prison in the state, Crispim Ventino stands as the pinnacle of this 
system, at least in terms of categories of prison custody. It thereby both exemplifies the telos of a 
progressivist, resocializing penology and offers the clearest expression of its failure: a violent 
and almost sense-less space that the prison administration itself has actively campaigned to 
decommission for years.82 According to federal law, the structures of open prisons must be 
characterized by a “lack of physical obstacles to escape,” at once a symbolic marker of social 
integration and an architecture that performs the devolution of responsibility to the incarcerated 
person. Crispim Ventino does not meet these requirements. In fact, I never saw the prison itself, 
as it stood behind concrete walls five meters high. It also does not quite meet the requirement 
that it be located “within an urban center” – although it is relatively more central than most other 
prisons, particularly the larger complexes of Bangu or Japeri, it nevertheless at some distance 
from the center.83 Without money for transportation, those incarcerated here are often confined to 
its immediate surrounds. 

While the juridical logic that maintains the prison claims that it assists those incarcerated in 
reconstructing their lives by allowing them time for work and study, Crispim Ventino offers no 
support toward that end. There are no treatment staff within the prison such as social workers or 
psychologists, no schools, and no Project Life. The prison also incarcerates members of militias 
and various criminal factions alongside those from The People of Israel, an admixture that was a 
constant source of tension among those incarcerated. At the time of my fieldwork, Comando 
Vermelho held a tenuous hegemony within the prison unit, largely supported by its dominance 
within the neighboring favela. Those held in Crispim Ventino were forced out every morning 
with no support, and perhaps more importantly, no food. Most incarcerated in the unit had no 
money, particularly if they had no family support; as a result, they generally spent the entire day 
sheltering from the heat and the sun in a nearby plaza, managing their hunger pains until eight 
o’clock rolled around and they were able to return to their cells and receive a meal. I was 
introduced to the prison by a local activist who for several months served lunches every 
Wednesday, until she ran out of funding. On my first day accompanying her I met a man who 
informed me that the day of his arrival, he had asked a prison guard what he was supposed to do 
to eat and was advised to either beg or steal. 

It was along the road running past the prison that I first met Hillary and Diana. We started 
talking at a bar that stood right across the road from the main prison entrance one afternoon as 
they waited for the doors to open for their return into prison. Sometimes Diana would travel to 
visit her mother, while Hillary would take the bus to the community she grew up in to clean her 
old neighbors’ homes. But most days they would spend their time in the neighborhood 

 
82 I once sat in on a meeting between the secretary of the state prison administration (SEAP) with members of the 
Brazilian Bar Association and the co-ordinator of the prison nucleus of the public defender’s office, in which 
participants brainstormed ways of pressuring the penal courts to authorize this de-commissioning, a conversation 
that led the secretary on an extended rant about how governance in Rio de Janeiro represented the “dregs of the 
dregs of the world.” 
83 In fact, the Law of Penal Execution essentially requires the peripheralization of men’s penitentiaries (but not 
women’s), since it stipulates that they must located far from city centers, although not so far as to prohibit visits. 
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surrounding the prison. Some months later Jessica would also find her way here, after having her 
request for a transfer to an open prison regime approved. Travestis are disproportionately 
funneled into Crispim Ventino because of their inability to produce a claim to home according to 
the structures set out by penal bureaucracy. Both the prison and the path towards it are relatively 
well-known even among those who are not imprisoned, largely due to the travesti community’s 
familiarity with the penal system as a whole. They are not alone here, however. Travestis and 
trans women still clearly form a small minority of the population of Crispim Ventino. Many men 
come to the prison based on a similar inability to claim a home; often their families lived 
interstate and were thereby ineligible to incarcerate their loved ones within the home, while 
others refused to take these men in – even out of love, as we saw in the previous chapter. But the 
position one holds in the prison, and the experience of the space itself, are themselves gendered. 

I once asked Hillary to draw a map of Crispim Ventino for me. I tore two pieces out of the 
small spiral-bound notebook I kept in my pocket for her and she arranged them on the bar table 
as two halves of a single sketch (Figure 4). She started by pointing to the wall across the road 
from us, drawing a straight line left to right, and then began filling in the space behind it; first 
with the small courtyard where those incarcerated were searched when entering or leaving 
prison, then the hallway leading to her cell. She also places arrows along the map to show her 
movement out of the prison every morning, and the path she took back in the evening. When I 
asked her about the layout of the cell she asked for another piece of paper and drew an enlarged 
image that showed me the entrance, the space were some slept on the floor, the rows of bunk 
beds for others, and finally her own bed at the far end of the cell (Figure 5). She wrote the 
number 70 in the middle to designate her estimation of the number of people who slept there. 
Moving back to the main map, she was able to produce a similarly detailed rendering of the other 
“general” cell. The detail trailed off as she moved over to the other half of the prison – the 
evangelical cell and the wing on the far end of the prison holding incarcerated militia members 
were formless, with no outer edges. 
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Figure 4: Composite map of Crispim Ventino. 
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Figure 5: Entrance area (left) and cell layout (right). 

 
Right in the center of the Figure 4 map was a small rectangle, within which she wrote “6 

people.” This was the segregation cell – the space she was sent after resisting the guard’s 
harassment, a space meant for one, but that regularly held up to six people at a time. She would 
cycle through this cell multiple times before leaving, becoming more familiar with the space than 
the vast majority of the prison’s population. Sometimes this was as a result of accruing a CTC, as 
it was for incarcerated men. Unlike men, however, Hillary was also often placed here by the 
administration ostensibly for her own protection. Given the lack of sovereignty that The People 
of Israel exercise in the prison, Hillary was also exposed both to threats of violence and physical 
assault from incarcerated men. In these cases, she (rather than her assailant) was often taken 
from her cell and held here for a few hours or a few days. Within this small cell, protection and 
punishment become functionally indistinguishable – but only in reference to a certain kind of 
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subject, a certain kind of body that is immobilized there regardless of whether it is read as 
threatened or threatening, vulnerable or badly behaved.84  

What emerges in these maps, from the numbers and arrows to the alternating detail and 
formlessness of the space, is an account of alternating patterns circulation and immobility 
specific to Hillary as a travesti. The map also sketches out an admixture of various 
territorializing processes – classificatory schemes of behavior, juridical logics of social 
reintegration, security imperatives and cissexism combine to shape what forms of movement and 
fixity are available to her, and when. For Hillary, like Diana and Jessica, this experience was 
ultimately linked to her inability to produce a claim to the ostensibly feminine site of home, 
precisely because her own femininity distanced her from the family ties that might make it 
possible. But she did find a space where she could claim some semblance of domesticity, not in 
the prison itself but a ten-minute walk down the road. 
 
The Apartment on the Third Floor 

I came to the neighborhood surrounding Crispim Ventino one November evening looking for 
Hillary and Diana. As the afternoon drew to a close, many of those incarcerated in the prison 
would gather at a bar on the corner in order to pass the final hours before the gates of the unit 
opened and they could line up to enter. The bar included a large television and sound system that 
looked out on the street, which was often tuned in to sporting events or local talk shows; but this 
afternoon, it was blasting music from an apparently live concert by a sertanejo band I did not 
recognize. Neither Diana nor Hillary had arrived, but I sat together with another man I knew 
from the prison, who was waiting for a judicial decision to allow him to complete his sentence in 
his home state. I handed my phone over to him so that he could check on the progress of the 
application through the Justice Tribunal’s website; as he did so, I saw Diana walking past and 
called her inside. We started talking a little, but she was tired and the conversation petered out 
after a few minutes, so we mostly sat together for a few minutes listening to the music. A man 
who had stationed himself against the wall to be the first inside picked up a stray white cat and 
danced with it in his arms, swaying slowly to the music. 

When I got my phone back Diana suggested we enter the neighboring favela to find Hillary, 
who would probably be hanging out in the apartment. She led me down the street to the end of 
the prison complex and into the favela’s main thoroughfare. As we turned a corner we ran into a 
line of police officers, guns drawn and backs to the wall, who ignored us as they slid quickly 
past. After a few minutes walking down a row of autoconstructed85 houses we came to a stop 
outside a large building three stories tall. Diana looked up, cupped her hands around her mouth 
and shouted “Hillary!” She appeared a few seconds later, looking a little bleary, on the window 
of the third floor and dropped a set of keys onto the ground in front of us. We opened the door 
and headed up the concrete stairs to find her waiting for us at the apartment’s entrance. 

The apartment was small. There were two rooms; a bedroom with a window looking over 
the street, where Hillary had leaned out to drop her keys; and a combined kitchen and living 

 
84 The imprisonment of incarcerated transgender people in segregated housing or solitary confinement is a common 
practice worldwide (Mintz 2013). 
85 Autoconstruction (“autoconstrução”) is a term used by Brazilians to refer to the specific process of home 
construction in urban peripheries, where residents gradually construct their own houses over several years “under 
precarious material and legal conditions” (Holston 1991: 447). 
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room, furnished with a small fridge, a sink, and a couch. Hillary and Diana had pooled their 
resources together with Hillary’s husband and another man, both also incarcerated in Crispim 
Ventino. The space offered all of them a space to store their belongings and to rest, find shelter 
from the heat or the rain, or simply pass the time during the day. After Hillary welcomed us in 
she sat on her bed next to her husband; Diana took the bed’s free corner and I stood as we 
discussed a fight the two had recently had with another imprisoned travesti who was now no 
longer welcome within the space. Diana kept a stack of English language workbooks on the 
bottom shelf of a small bookcase and today she took one of them out to show me her most recent 
work. Afterwards, she took me up one more flight of stairs to the roof, where we sat on the ledge 
looking out over the edge of the favela to a small field of what seemed like abandoned factories 
and the horizon of the city, now cloaked in dark but occasionally illuminated by flickers of 
lightning that was rolling in quickly. Diana suggested that we hold a barbeque here in a few days, 
as long as the weather was fine.  

The apartment is both an extension of, and a response to, the legal and social indeterminacy 
of Crispim Ventino. Like the prison, the bar across the street, and the plaza – and indeed, like the 
alternative of house arrest – this place exists along the fuzzy boundary between confinement and 
release that is produced through the structures of progressive incarceration. What it offers is a 
space of relative sanctuary that exists at a remove both from the prison and from the streets 
where Hillary or Diana would otherwise pass the time. It is small, perhaps too small for its four 
or five tenants, but it still looked a little like home, both in the decorations and in the small 
scenes of intimacy it supported: the couple sitting together on the bed, or the barbecue on the 
building roof. But, the prison itself is only a few minutes away, and the apartment is structured 
by the rhythms and demands of Crispim Ventino. 

Scholarship on prisons and incarceration demonstrates a sustained interest in the network of 
liminal spaces that exist in and around the institutions. This includes spaces internal to prison 
itself, such as Megan Comfort’s and Rafael Godoi’s analyses of the waiting lines and visiting 
rooms in the United States and Brazil as simultaneously inside and outside, producing an 
indeterminacy that is a site for both familial intimacy and control (Comfort 2007; Godoi 2015). 
These spaces seem to approach prison without quite arriving at it. There is also an inverse kind 
of liminality, one that sees the forms of confinement and control typical of prisons extend 
outward. This is often understood through the frame of the carceral; the carceral archipelago 
(Foucault 1995), carceral continuum (Wacquant 2000), carceral spatiality (Shabazz 2015) and 
carceral geography (Moran 2011). 

The halfway house, or casa de albergado, is perhaps the most obvious example of a carceral 
site, standing on the very threshold it marks out between inside and out, between confinement 
and release. In Rio this is, in many respects, a legal fiction. As Hillary responded when I asked 
whether she agreed that conditions were perhaps worse in Crispim Ventino than other prisons, 
“Don’t kid yourself. It’s the same shit everywhere.” But these ideas of an expansive carcereal 
landscape nevertheless capture the position of the unit and those imprisoned within it, “betwixt 
and between” the juridical categories of imprisoned and free, a strange form of suspension along 
the progressive movement towards the “opening” of a sentence. The status of the apartment on 
the third floor, however, is slightly more complex. It too is a transitional space, bound both to the 
daily rhythm of release and reentry as well as to sentencing patterns and parole requests. But the 
apartment and the way it was inhabited both represent a response to, as much as an extension of, 
the carceral site of Crispim Ventino. In some senses this response contains an odd semblance to 
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the very objective of resocialization itself – the production of domesticity, a rebuilding of social 
life through the home and family. But it also occasionally provided the stage to invert the 
authority of the institution entirely. 

When I noticed the incoming storm, on that particular day’s visit to the apartment, I 
descended from the roof to say goodbye to Hillary and her husband. My field note entry from 
that evening ends with this farewell: 

Hillary was lying on the bed, head resting on her husband’s chest. She sat up quickly and 
said her goodbyes, it was already 9.30pm but they didn’t seem to be in a huge hurry to get 
back. I found my way out of the favela fine enough and took the bus home, exhausted. 

In my attempt to outrun the rain, I had noted but apparently paid little attention to the lack of 
concern the housemates had with getting back to Crispim Ventino before the gates shut at ten. It 
was only a few days later when I realized that they did not return that night. Instead, Diana, 
Hillary and her husband all became “evadidos” – that is, fugitives. This was hardly a unique 
occurrence in Crispim Ventino, where many do not return from their first day within the prison 
unit. For those in the apartment, however, this was not to be a permanent status. About a week 
later, they returned to the prison. They would all evadir again sometime later, for a few days or a 
few weeks, sometimes alone and sometimes together. While this became more apparent to me a 
few months after initially meeting, there were nevertheless moments during fieldwork where it 
was unclear to me whether they were in fact serving their sentence, or alternately simply 
spending their time as evadidos in the apartment or out on the street. 

To flee prison is not a crime in Brazil. While the time spent as evadido does not count as 
time “served” and it does result in disciplinary sanctions if one is caught, it nonetheless does not 
constitute an additional criminal sentence. In Rio de Janeiro, if a person is apprehended by police 
or municipal guards while evadida, they are sent back to prison and most often reprimanded with 
“regime regression” – a move down the pole of security regimes, for example from an open 
prison to a semi-open or closed one. If that person returns of their own accord, however, the 
consequences are less severe: in Crispim Ventino, for instance, those who return are written up 
for a serious infraction and held in the segregated cell for up to ten days. This is not 
inconsequential, but neither is it particularly disruptive – especially for those someone like 
Hillary who was already accustomed to cycling in and out of segregation. 

Over the course of my fieldwork, I came to understand just how little was generally at stake 
in the decision to evadir. While each day out of prison was another day tacked on to the release 
date, it also made the rest of the sentence more bearable. The risk of being apprehended out of 
prison was fairly low, particularly for short stints in prison and within the favela. What’s more, 
remaining in prison is not a particularly secure strategy for securing release, as we have seen 
with the use of behavioral infractions. Sometimes imprisonment is also just unbearable. To evade 
might also be a response to a right or benefit that has been denied – when Hillary was banned 
from leaving prison for Christmas, for instance, she instead spent a few weeks over the holiday 
period as evadida, making for herself what was denied to her by the institution. Alongside these 
more mundane forms of injustice, conflicts with guards and other incarcerated people can also 
immediately threaten the lives of those in prison. To evadir, particularly in the cyclical form used 
by Hillary and Diana, therefore constitutes a viable strategy of both working through one’s 
sentence and producing something outside it. 

These constant evasions, however temporary or constrained, must be understood first as part 
of the historical practices and geographies of fugitivity that have characterized black life in the 
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Americas since colonization. These flights and circumventions have become the basis of entire 
political movements; one of these figures in Brazil is the quilombo, both as the real territory of 
maroonage founded by those fleeing slavery and as a model of political praxis, the refuge that 
becomes the grounds with which to take up history (Nascimento 1980). Anthropologist Damien 
Sojoyner understands contemporary fugitivity as constituted through the dual practices of 
rejection and disengagement that respond to and resist to the “facade of state power and the 
liberal structures that buttress enclosed spaces” (2017: 517). For Sojoyner, fugitivity lays out a 
path to freedom, yet a freedom that is distinct from the one held out by contemporary liberalism. 
But as Sojoyner recognizes, such fugitivity is structured through gendered as much as racialized 
forms of oppression. 

Katherine McKittrick’s reading of the “garret” within Harriet Jacob/Linda Brent’s Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl offers an alternative vantage point with which to understand the 
particularly feminine spaces and meanings of fugitivity (2006). The garret – the small attic where 
Jacobs spent seven years after fleeing from her slave owner – represents for McKittrick a 
particular black feminist form of both inhabiting and reading place. This sense of place is 
uniquely contradictory; the garret is a “usable paradoxical space,” one that uncomfortably folds 
together resistance, evasion and confinement (2006: 42). It works through but offers no 
resolution to these forces of enslavement and gendered violence; importantly, while the garret 
may furnish some sense of freedom, it is a freedom both produced and circumscribed by the 
dimensions of the space itself: nine feet by seven feet by three feet. McKittrick is perhaps less 
optimistic than Sojoyner in identifying the possibilities of fugitivity. Instead, the garret 
introduces a series of features that the author proposes might be taken up to understand similar 
sites of black women in the Americas. These spaces do not necessarily cohere into sites of 
“absolute resistance,” but nevertheless present opportunities to subvert, evade, or transform 
strategies of spatial domination (2006: 51). 

The forms of inheritance that link prisons to slavery and the plantation are not linear, but 
rather are characterized by reconfigurations as much as repetitions of the logics of confinement 
and control (Gilmore 2006; McKittrick 2011). Likewise, the apartment on the third floor is not a 
garret – it is larger; communal rather than isolated; and it is a transitory space, even if one 
marked by various forms of confinement and segregation. Nevertheless, like the garret, it is 
marked as an ambivalent or even paradoxical space, a convergence of home, flight, 
imprisonment and (relative) freedom. Carcerality and fugitivity converge within the space: on the 
one hand, it extends the structure progressive incarceration and gradual social reintegration from 
the prison system; on the other, it offers a space evasion. Indeed what is striking about the 
apartment is how the two combine and often become indistinguishable, simple in the everyday 
forms of making a life there. Again, this space offers no resolution to the knot of forces in which 
it is suspended; but it does offer a way of working things out, producing room to maneuver and 
creating a life for oneself, however partial and precarious, outside of the one held out by the 
institution. 

 
Conclusion: On Penitence 

Diana was an artisan. Sometimes we would spend an hour or so talking in the apartment on 
the third floor in the afternoon; as we spoke, she twisted or braided together multicolored 
threads, creating thick bands of contrasting tones – she particularly liked to mix orange and 
brown. She had started with these handicrafts a little before her incarceration, but she took it up 
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more seriously while in prison – especially after arriving in Crispim Ventino, where she was able 
to find materials (thread, fabric, needles, bottles) and work outside the prison walls. She would 
wind these bands around glass bottles, vases, pots, any small and dull household object, fixing 
them tightly against the surface and folding the loose ends out of sight to produce something she 
might then be able to sell. When she had the money for the bus or the subway, she would bring 
this work into the city center and lay it out on a blanket near the Escadaria Selaron, a tiled 
staircase and tourist landmark, waiting for passers-by to take an interest in her craft. It was easier 
on Tuesdays, when she knew a program for marginalized LGBT people held its weekly meeting 
in the afternoon – they gave participants twenty reals (around US$6 at the time) which meant she 
wouldn’t have to worry about how she would afford the return trip to the prison in the evening. 
She kept a stack of handicraft magazines stored near the prison and would occasionally look 
through them for inspiration and new techniques. While she did not expect she could make a 
living just off this work, she hoped that it would provide her with at least a little money to live 
off once she had properly left prison. 

Diana’s craft was an artistic as much as an economic pursuit; in either case, it constituted 
one small space in which she was able to stitch together and articulate a possible future for 
herself. But this kind of work, while never particularly promoted within the prison system, is 
nevertheless symptomatic of a whole field of activities taken up by travestis that anticipate and 
imagine futures beyond incarceration. Much of this is shared with cisgender men; craftwork and 
artistry, from drawing to music, are common pursuits in all prisons regardless of gender, 
although men are less likely to identify in it a viable source of income after release. Likewise, 
both the LGBT group and the broader Project Life program were open to all genders – at least in 
prisons assigned to The People of Israel. It is perhaps a mundane observation that travestis 
participate in these areas of prison life, whether as a form of preparation for release or as a means 
of filling in the time of one’s sentence with the opportunities available. But it is nevertheless 
through this loose network of practices that many are able to maintain a hopeful orientation 
towards the present and find within it threads that might open up a future. 

These strategies of building and protecting a place for one’s self take place within, or at least 
in close relation to, the legal and moral confines of imprisonment, including both the injunction 
to resocialize and the consequent forms of classification and territorialization that stem from it. 
But the work itself is not resocialization – neither for the administration, nor for travestis 
themselves. For the former, this work is either invisible or criminalized. For the latter, there is 
little distinction between this kind of work and that pursued outside the context of the prison 
system. On the one hand, this stems from the inefficacy of resocialization’s script – when 
travestis’ bodies, lives and futures are constantly read as both criminal and a parody of 
femininity, reformative discourses offer far less space for their claims of any newfound 
subjectivity, even as they build kinship ties that might otherwise easily conform to the contours 
of heteronormative social life. But aside from any utilitarian explanation, travestis also refuse to 
ground themselves and their futures within the affective and temporal sine qua non of any 
rehabilitative project: penitence. 

When Elias spoke of the life he has built for himself after his incarceration, this life took on 
meaning in relation to its distance from a former one. His marriage was true and sanctified by 
God, unlike his previous one; his work, however precarious, was the negation of a criminal 
career. The button-down shirt and black pants he wore on the street covered up the tattoos and 
scars that marked not just a former life, but a former masculinity; they produced an image that 
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performed and communicated this rupture from the past. The combination of remorse with this 
active temporal distancing was expressed by various men in different ways; from Leo’s theater 
performance to the Project Life participants declaration of a commitment to serving out his 
sentence so that he might leave unburdened by any “debt” to society, both discussed in Chapter 
3. In these examples reform involved the passage from one form of manhood to another; from a 
criminal masculinity with no future to an upright and agentive one that can stake a claim to this 
thing called society. There were, of course, other incarcerated men who refused this 
transformation, those who anchor both their self-worth and their masculinity in the explicit 
embrace of a “criminal” identity. But most men within prison seemed to be, at least to some 
extent, attached to this kind of redemptive manhood.  

When Diana pushed a letter into my hand to pass to her husband who is imprisoned in 
Tobias Barreto, or when Hillary lifted up her shirt slightly to show me how the hormone 
treatment Estradiol had smoothed over her abdominal muscles, both were also articulating and 
building futures for themselves. But in this work there was not the same penitent disavowal of a 
past that one must both take responsibility for and shed in order for travestis to recognize such 
possibility as a future, rather than a false start a kind of stagnant present. To put it more simply, 
travestis did not ground their aspirations to a narrative of selfhood and society under which there 
was anything particularly wrong with them to begin with. Penitence, and the kind of temporal 
rupture that it allows for, did not form the basis for the kinds of identities that travestis pursued, 
nor of the futures that they anticipated. Such unrepentant hope holds little currency within the 
penitentiary. But it nevertheless works to open up similar possibilities, regardless of whether they 
are legible to others.   
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Chapter 7 – Finding the Future in the Marvelous City 

 
 In the two years since Elias had been released from prison, he and his family were forced to 
move neighborhoods many times over. Each move pushed them further out into the city’s 
periphery. First there was the evangelical shelter in the center of Rio that took him in 
immediately following his release. Then Elias found longer-term accommodation in a slightly 
more distant neighborhood in the city’s North Zone, thanks to contacts in another church. Soon 
after that he met Rosa, and they moved in together in a favela neighboring Madureira, which was 
where they were living when I met the couple. But when the faction controlling this territory 
learned of Elias’ own past allegiances, they were forced out again. By mid-2017, the family was 
living along the outskirts of one of Rio de Janeiro’s satellite cities. When I visited them one 
afternoon in July of that year, it took me a little over three hours to reach their home from my 
central apartment. 
 On that particular day, it was Rosa who greeted me at the door and led me into their home. 
Elias physically could not stand to greet me; instead, he waved from the kitchen table, covered in 
bruises and sporting a neck-brace he had acquired from being run over by a car during one of his 
first days at a new construction project. While the man who hit him was initially helpful, 
providing money and assisting with Elias’ application for an insurance payout, he eventually 
stopped answering his calls; the man’s wife told Elias not to contact them again, backing up her 
warning by reminding him that she was a lawyer. As a result, he now lacked the money even to 
travel to the hospital to continue with the check-ups the doctor had told him would be necessary 
for another two months. A friend had called him recently asking if he could start working next 
week on housing renovations, which seemed a little optimistic to me given Elias’ current state, 
although he insisted he would be fit enough to work by then. But the offer of a job was 
conditional on him having a car to transport himself, and he had recently lost his vehicle in a 
police “blitz” that confiscated the unregistered vehicle. As we continued talking, Rosa and their 
son moved into the bedroom to watch television, while Elias began to recount a scene on the 
street two days previously: 

I’m walking along like this and I see an old lady with a cane leaving a bank, counting almost 
two thousand reals86 in her hand. That’s what I calculated, I saw her walking with her cane, 
she stopped, she counted a few bills, kept walking, stopped again, counted a few more bills, 
and I was just staring at her on the street and I thought, shit, why not throw some of that my 
way? [laughing] And, you know, problem solved! You know? And why? Because I had this 
need, trying to find a solution for this need. So what did I do? So I wouldn’t – so it wouldn’t 
invade my mind, so it wouldn’t enter my heart and grow roots, what did I do? She was going 
this way; I went that way. I went in the opposite direction to her even though I was supposed 
to be going her way, but if I go her way, it could enter my heart, grow roots, and once it’s 
grown roots and then it’s done, it’s over [“já era”], you don’t get to stay any longer.  

Elias never directly named the solution, the “it” that might enter his heart. I don’t know if he 
stopped himself because it was too dangerous or simply too obvious to say that he could have 
robbed this woman. But without being explicit, he nevertheless made clear that there was another 
path he could have followed, one that might have led him out of the situation he now found 
himself in, even as he reminded himself that this path would inevitably lead to ruin. In the month 

 
86 Worth approximately US$600 during the time of my fieldwork. 



 

 

157 
previous to this conversation, I noticed that Elias would increasingly recount these counter-
histories in our conversations. In moments of frustration or disappointment he would openly 
ponder what he – or at least a former version of himself – might have done. On another occasion, 
after he was fired on his first day of a job at a farmer’s market, Elias ruminated that his former 
employer should have known how easy it would have been for him to rent a weapon to kill her.87 
The structure of these speculations was identical. By dwelling on a moment that never took 
place, Elias reclaimed agency for himself within moment of frustration or disappointment by 
identifying a concrete and consequential choice. But he always negated the very possibility that 
he had raised; these accounts always ended with the choice to expel those thoughts, to refuse to 
let them enter his heart. This decision seemed to restore the viability of the new Elias, marking 
his strength in overcoming the temptation of easy money. In doing so, Elias demonstrated to me 
his respectability as a new man, a provider for his family, and a moral being. But the result of 
this victory was that he remained stuck in the problems of the present: as he explained later that 
afternoon, “on the side of the good, I can’t see an exit. I can only see an exit on the side of evil. 
My mind is very creative, it works twenty-four hours, since I can’t create anything, you know?” 

This series of counter-histories that I heard over the course of a few months in 2017 
represented a strategy through which Elias both expressed and worked through the predicament 
he found himself in, given that his search for opportunities for himself and his family “on the 
side of the good” was constantly frustrated. But they also represent one way Elias was 
responding to a broader urban and national condition, one marked by vulnerability, uncertainty, 
and crisis. In the midst of a profound economic downturn, rising unemployment and the rapid 
breakdown of the motors of social mobility and development that had sustained an optimistic 
national narrative for the last decade, the possibilities that seemed so tangible for Brazil and 
Brazilians only a few years prior were gone. By 2016, the country was embroiled in a massive 
recession; a corruption probe that had uncovered the largest bribery scheme in history; and the 
coup-by-impeachment of president Dilma Rousseff. Rio de Janeiro, the “marvelous city,” once 
served as an icon of national hope, one embodied in a project of urban renewal in the lead-up to 
the 2016 Olympic Games. Yet now it had become the embodiment of a broader national malaise, 
as one of the states hardest hit by what had by then become known as “the crisis” (Junge 2019, 
Costa and Gonçalves 2020).  

On the one hand, the experience of Elias reflects the story of millions of Brazilians 
struggling for a foothold within this moment of collapse. But Elias also was working to carve out 
a role for himself as a new, resocialized man, one who had left behind the past in the name of a 
different future. The question of what possibilities were left within Rio de Janeiro was now 
intimately tied to the question of whether Elias, along with tens of thousands of others who had 
left prison during this time, could demonstrate that he had reformed. Within this moment, the 
investments made in the future of those in prison clashed with the disintegrating “social” of 
resocialization, as many struggled to find a place within a city and a nation that seemed to be 
unravelling. Within Elias’ counter-histories I find the outline of a question that was shared by 
many both within and beyond the prison system: is there redemption in Rio de Janeiro? 

This chapter considers how resocialization and crisis collide in the aftermath of 
imprisonment. As we have seen, resocialization often appears as a demand, a responsibility for 

 
87 As he explained, the rate for leasing weapons for a homicide was lower than for robbery or extortion, since the 
former was less likely to be prosecuted. 
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the incarcerated to demonstrate their worth by way of evidence of personal transformation. But it 
also holds out a particularly hopeful narrative in which this transformation leads to a triumphant 
return to society and the “conquest” of the future. Nobody, whether resocialization worker or 
imprisoned person, accepted this narrative wholesale or uncritically; but neither did anyone 
entirely reject its goals or escape its structuring effects. As I have argued, through resocialization 
the future is thereby brought into prisons and taken up by both workers and incarcerated people 
towards various ends. But at some point this promised or predicted future becomes the present 
within which one must live. Although release extricates the formerly incarcerated, at least 
partially, from an institutional demand to inhabit a certain trajectory of reform, it also forces an 
encounter with a society and set of possibilities that look remarkably different from those 
invoked by prison. 

Beginning in 2014, Petrobras, Brazil’s state-owned oil company, became the target of a 
corruption probe known as “Operation Car Wash.” As the case quickly expanded to other 
businesses such as Odebrecht (the nation’s largest construction company), the speculative futures 
of entire industries came crashing down. Eventually, the center of this investigation moved to 
politicians within state and federal governments who accepted bribes in exchange for lucrative 
contracts. In a country still dealing with the echoes of the 2008 global financial crisis, Operation 
Car Wash contributed to pushing Brazil into the largest economic recession in its history. In Rio 
de Janeiro, municipal and state governments negotiated with federal agencies for emergency 
loans to complete some of the construction projects required for the 2016 Olympic Games and to 
maintain some semblance of order for international visitors. But cracks had already begun to 
show, and these signs of deterioration were read by both Brazilians and the international press as 
evidence that, once more, Brazil’s promise for the future had gone awry as its past clawed back 
into view. As a state that had drained its coffers in service of megaevents, and whose economy 
was therefore strongly invested in construction, Rio was one of the hardest hit cities by the 
corruption scandal; by late 2017, even when the national economy seemed to be finally 
recovering, that of Rio de Janeiro continued to sink. A few weeks before I started fieldwork, a 
“state of calamity” was declared in Rio de Janeiro, a status that remained in place over the entire 
course of my fieldwork. Unemployment and homelessness ballooned, and an increasing sense of 
insecurity led to the city’s newly-elected mayor to request federal military intervention on the 
city streets. This deteriorating landscape, which took the name a crise (“the crisis”), represented 
a stark contrast between the social order posited by the prison system as the ultimate point of 
return for the incarcerated.  

Having said this, the dissonance between the society invoked by resocialization and the one 
encountered outside prison is hardly unique to the moment of my fieldwork. The signposts of 
resocialization – particularly formal employment – were never easily within reach of the 
formerly incarcerated. As many anthropologists have demonstrated, many Brazilians hold a 
deep-set antipathy and hatred towards those marked as criminal to the point where, as Caldeira 
argues, the question of whether violence against “bandidos” is legitimate is largely non-sensical 
(2000; Scheper-Hughes 1997). To have a “passage” (“passagem”), a criminal history or even a 
record of encounters with police, marks one as untrustworthy or unemployable at best, or killable 
at worst. Rio de Janeiro is also a remarkably violent city, a violence that is most clearly focused 
on its black majority. And even for those black Brazilians with no record, the suspicion of 
criminality and the exhausting demand to constantly produce evidence to the contrary have 
shaped everyday experiences long before this period. 
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But I want to suggest here that there is nevertheless something distinct about this moment 

and how it was lived by those leaving prison. Elias’ perilous search for opportunities and his 
constant frustration resonate with the sudden evaporation of Rio de Janeiro’s own future. Just as 
the violence and poverty that supposedly characterized an “old” Rio suddenly reemerged, so too 
did Elias find himself increasingly haunted by a version of himself he thought he had left behind. 
In previous years, the rush to build a new city saw a boom in the construction industry, a field 
that constituted one of the most important sources of employment for formerly incarcerated men. 
But when this project of urban renewal faltered, so too did one of the clearest pathways for a 
respectable, lawful life. Those who left prison during this time found a city filled with crumbling 
infrastructure, an upsurge in violence, and half-built construction projects pointing to a future 
that had never arrived – even as they were left with the task of rebuilding a life for themselves. 
The futures, or lack thereof, of both Rio de Janeiro and those of the formerly imprisoned began 
to echo one another. 

To speak of crisis, as Stuart Hall argues, is not simply to describe an already-existing reality 
(Hall et al. 1978). Instead, crisis is a label that unifies seemingly disparate public sentiments and 
anxieties, often in service of political projects to restore “order.” In particular, Hall contends that 
invocations of crisis assume a consensual view of society itself, to which the present moment 
represents an exception, one that must be overcome by restoring the legitimacy of state rule. As 
such, in this chapter I attend to the particular uses to which this idea of crisis was put, 
particularly as it fed into a growing authoritarian movement in Brazil, one that certainly 
amplified this sentiment of crisis while pointing to a solution. At the same time, it is important to 
highlight that crisis was also a very visceral, immediate experience – “felt on the skin,” as many 
cariocas expressed it (Costa and Gonçalves 2020: 77). It gave a name to the sudden proliferation 
of signs of disorder and decay that constantly intruded upon everyday life and that sapped the 
strength of the developmentalist narrative that had underpinned individual and collective futures. 
Crisis thereby enabled many to connect their own lives with a broader impasse of the present 
moment. 

By turning here to life after prison, I aim to highlight how those who live and work in the 
shadow of incarceration navigated a series of interrelated tensions that emerge at the intersection 
of resocialization and crisis. First among these is the question of temporality – the vanishing 
future, the confinement of the present, and the resurgence of a past that had ostensibly been 
overcome. Second, I argue that the redemptive narratives of resocialization and urban renewal, 
and the points at which each falter, connect with one another at the moment when those in prison 
are released and “return” to the city. This moment of release, the one constantly held up and 
continuously deferred while in prison, offers an important vantage point to interrogate the 
“social” of resocialization which unsettles the understanding of society as a moral community 
and place of belonging. Finally, I consider what alternative corrective projects emerge, both for 
individual and social futures, within the apparent vacuum left by the undoing of a social pact – 
including a rising authoritarian movement that seemed to transmute the frustrations of the 
present moment into a new kind of vision for the future, one that both prison workers and 
incarcerated people increasingly turned towards.  
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Dictatorship Nostalgia at the Parole Office 

In 2017, approximately 32,000 people were released from Rio de Janeiro’s prisons.88 Those 
that left under conditions of house arrest or parole were required by law to appear within ten 
days at one of three branches of the state’s parole office, known as the Patronato.89 The largest of 
these by far was the one in the city of Rio de Janeiro, which attended over 90% of those formerly 
incarcerated – the remained attended centers located in smaller regional cities within the state. In 
contrast to parole regimes of other nations and even other states within Brazil, those working in 
Rio de Janeiro’s Patronato had neither the capacity nor the will to act as a force of punishment or 
supervision. The only overtly punitive tool at their disposal was to refer the names of those who 
failed to show to the penal courts – and they only took this step after attempting to call the client 
or a family member first and urge them to appear. Occasionally, however, the police would raid 
the parole office to arrest a client suspected of a crime at the moment they arrived to sign. 

The office staff was largely divided between administrative and security staff, who were both 
classified as correctional officers, and the “technical team,” a group of roughly a dozen social 
workers and psychologists. On someone’s first visit to the Patronato after leaving prison, a 
member of this team would provide the client with a brief orientation and explain the conditions 
of their release. Staff would often begin by congratulating their clients on their release, although 
this was inevitably tempered by the warning that they were still serving their sentence. As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, the process of arrest and incarceration is accompanied by a loss of 
documents – here, on the other side of imprisonment, the team would identify missing ID cards, 
birth certificates or social security numbers and direct their clients to the agencies where they 
might request a new copy. This team also maintained connections with a string of NGOs working 
with formerly incarcerated people who kept them notified of educational or job opportunities, 
which they passed on to interviewees and to each other. Although it was not a requirement of the 
orientation, members of the technical team would also occasionally carry out an evaluation akin 
to the criminological exam, asking for a brief life history and questioning their clients as to their 
commitment to building another life. After this first visit, clients would return to sign their papers 
at a frequency that varied from twice a month to once every three months, depending on the type 
of release and the decision of the penal judge, until they had served the entire length of their 
sentence.90 

Given their position at the final stage of a progressive sentence, the nature and scale of work 
within the parole office also reflected changes upstream, from policing strategies administrative 
issues within prison. When problems with the digitization of case files essentially froze all parole 
applications, the numbers of people arriving at the parole office declined sharply. By the end of 
2016, by contrast, Rio de Janeiro’s five penal judges had begun a collective effort to speed up the 
application process and increase the number of those leaving prison, largely as a means of 
mitigating prison overcrowding. The result was an influx in clients for the Patronato – the 

 
88 I base this estimate from the figures released by the prison administration that show that 42,400 people were 
released between January 2017 and April 2018. 
89 The term means both “patronage” and “charitable institution.” The Patronato was also responsible for attending 
those with suspended sentences and “weekend limitations,” which required the convicted to spend their entire 
weekends at the office. But collectively these groups made up less than 5% of the Patronato’s clients.  
90 Many currently and formerly incarcerated people and their families refer to both parole and house arrest as 
“signing” (“assinando”) in reference to this demand for periodic signatures. Public defenders also used this term 
often when speaking with their clients. 
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director of the unit estimated in August 2017 that over the previous twelve months the case load 
of the office had doubled. This coincided with a huge funding shortage; those whose contracts 
expired were let go, while those who remained had their salary payments delayed by months. At 
the same time, the employment opportunities that NGOs normally relayed to the technical team 
had rapidly dried up, as the industries that were traditionally more open to hiring those who were 
formerly incarcerated – construction, transport, and retail – were hit by the recession. 
 Over the course of my fieldwork I saw material signs of strain proliferate throughout the 
office. The state government owed the private company contracted to produce electronic 
monitoring devices hundreds of thousands of reals; with no prospect for payment, the company 
stopped supplying them. For those under house arrest, who normally were required to wear the 
devices, the technical team advised that “the monitoring will have to be in your mind.” When the 
office was left without paper towel, posters appeared in the bathrooms requesting that staff and 
clients not use toilet paper to dry their hands. Shortly after, this toilet paper also disappeared. The 
single copy machine within the office was left without toner for months because the prison 
administration had not provided the resources to replace it. Instead, staff members regularly left 
to copy or print case files in a nearby internet café, paying out of their own pockets. The roof of 
the office began to leak during the rain, and the air conditioning regularly broke down without 
warning. Given staffing cuts, the director of the office also invited volunteers associated with an 
evangelical NGO to take up an empty office and offer employment assistance for interested 
clients. While some within the Patronato welcomed their presence, others expressed concern 
with the de-secularization of the office and the unrestricted access that volunteers were given to 
clients’ case files.  

During this time, the Patronato’s waiting room was constantly full – particularly in the 
mornings, when most clients would arrive. Clients would sit on one of ten pews that had been 
donated to the office by the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God and were laid out facing 
the front reception desk as if it were an altar. Next to the desk was a banner unfurled over a metal 
stand, on which the face of Gandhi appeared alongside the phrase “the good that you do will be 
your best protector wherever you go.”91 The walls were decorated with similar motivational 
phrases, hung inside a frame or stuck on with tape. Those who came to sign generally arrived 
early. On most mornings, when no space was left on the pews, they would form a line outside 
against the façade of the building. They would often wait here for up to three hours until they 
were called in to either speak to a member of the technical team or simply sign off until their 
next visit. Those who were able to find a seat watched the television behind the desk as they 
waited to be called up by a member of the technical team. I would occasionally sit here too until 
a member of the office had a spare moment to talk to me; it was here that I watched Brazil’s 
congress vote to permanently remove president Dilma Rousseff from office late one afternoon, 
together with the half-dozen clients who would be the last to be seen that day. 

Given the workload, the technical team often had very little time to communicate with each 
other, at least until the late afternoon when the waiting room began to thin out. But they would 
find moments during breaks or staff meetings, or would occasionally pop into their colleague’s 
offices, to discuss the day’s work with one another and recount the experiences of particular 

 
91 The phrase itself seems to derive not from Gandhi but the Brazilian Spiritist medium Chico Xavier, who in 
channeling the spirit Emmanuel, wrote “the good that you practice anywhere will be your advocate everywhere” 
(Xavier and Emmanuel 2013). 
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clients. The circulation of these accounts was constant. The social worker Mariana, for instance, 
spoke of a man who had arrived at the Patronato late one morning, tired and drenched in sweat. 
He apologized profusely, explaining that he had enough money to pay either for the bus ride to or 
from his house in the satellite city of Belford Roxo, but not both. Deciding to save the money for 
his return, he had left home in the early hours of the morning and walked 25 kilometers, a 
journey that must have taken him at least five hours. At another moment, I was conversing with 
Carla, another social worker outside the main entrance to the office while she was on a smoke 
break. As we spoke about the gunshots she had been hearing with increasing regularity from the 
nearby favela, Carla she drew her last puff of the cigarette and flicked it on the road. An older 
man wearing a baggy suit was leaving the office at that moment; he bent down to pick up it up 
and began smoking this discarded butt as he walked away. As we both watched, the social 
worker whispered to me “You know what that is? That is misery.” This moment became a story 
that she immediately recounted to the colleague sharing her office when she finished he break. A 
week later, when I returned to the Patronato, my presence reminded her of the same story in a 
conversation with a psychologist. 

Nobody was particularly surprised by these moments; instead, each represented a variation 
on an already well-known theme, one that was reproduced and sustained through these 
conversations. What emerged was a collective image of clients, the particular difficulties they 
were facing, and the opportunities or lack thereof for support or interventions. After the 
contractual staff were laid off, most of those who remained were longer-term employees with at 
least a decade of experience working in the Patronato or elsewhere within the penal system. They 
were hardly unaccustomed to some of the difficulties faced by those on parole. But they 
nevertheless framed these accounts as symptomatic of a broader social malaise and the effects of 
the crisis. This was the same pathology that they identified in the building coming apart around 
them, in the constant delays they faced in receiving their salaries. 

By 2017, “crisis” had been firmly established within political, media and popular discourse 
as the name for this moment. This diagnosis drew the formerly incarcerated and resocialization 
workers such as the technical team into commensurable positions as victims of the present. Crisis 
encompassed these disparate experiences within a unifying narrative; a broken copy machine, a 
missing salary payment, and a man picking up a cigarette off the road pointed to the same thing. 
But this established consensus also provided the ground for which a new conversation developed 
over what, exactly, was in crisis. The term initially referred to an economic recession, before 
expanding to include a snowballing corruption probe and subsequent political turmoil. For some 
Brazilians, crisis referred to the destabilizing influence of a corrupt government that had eroded 
what little security they might otherwise have had. But for others, both crisis and corruption went 
far deeper than any particular figure or institution. Instead, they both were the product of an 
ongoing moral decay that had afflicted the nation for decades, one that had been left unattended 
and was now threatening the very viability of Brazilian society. Some members of the technical 
team also stressed that crisis had nothing to do with recession at all, that the economic downturn 
was an invention. According to this view, there was still money, just as there always was – but 
the moral failures of those in power meant that it was being diverted elsewhere. 

In shattering the optimism of national progress, crisis also fed into a “political dispute over 
narratives of time and perspectives of the future” (Castro, Engel and Martins 2018: 12). 
Alongside the decline of the Worker’s party came a collapse in the dominant narrative of national 
development that they had sustained. The resulting vacuum created by this collapse meant that 
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both the past and future were now open to contestation. Politicians and civilians alike worked to 
reassemble a coherent trajectory for themselves and their country. And central to this process was 
a growing “nostalgia for the future,” a yearning for lost possibilities and a political project to 
recuperate a vision of progress from the past (Piot 2010). As part of this process, Brazil’s most 
recent military dictatorship surged back into public life as a point of reference against which the 
chaos of the present was measured and from which a new trajectory for Brazil might be forged 
(Junge 2019).  

Within the Patronato, many members of the technical team began to discuss the dictatorship 
as a period of stability and security, in opposition to the disorder of the present. Mariana, the 
social worker introduced in Chapter 5, often employed this counterpoint between the two periods 
in our conversations – although she spoke of it as a “military regime” rather than using the term 
dictatorship. 92 The problem with the maligned image of the period, she explained during an 
interview in her office, was that its history had been written by its victims: “but the victims aren’t 
the povo [the common people]. It was like any other government; it had its good and its bad 
side.” A minute after this moment of the interview I paused recording, while two men entered the 
room to drive nails into the wall and hang a full-length mirror. Mariana explained that since her 
salary had been postponed for another month, she was planning to use her office after-hours as a 
store for selling her friends’ and neighbors’ used clothes, for which she would earn a 
commission.93 When we resumed, she continued:  

Look at what the left has promised Brazil, and what it has actually given. In the military 
regime, the government had a stance, it promised something to the Brazilian people and it 
actually gave it to them. As long as you weren’t a bandido [“bandit”] or a subversive, you 
could always turn to the government for help. You could go to the police, complain that 
neighbors were playing their music too loudly, and they would actually do something about 
that. Not that we should go back to that, but I would like a bit of order and progress right 
now. After democratization, they closed the orphanages, they closed the asylums, but where 
did all those people end up? In the street! How can anyone feel happy, so close to all that 
misery? 

While Mariana stopped short of a wholesale embrace of the dictatorship, she nevertheless 
invoked the period as representing more than just a form of government. It also referenced a 
particular type of life and community, a way of relating to one another and to representatives of 
the state that she had grown up with and that was now lost. The regime, she explained, was 
“something like a father” for the nation, in the sense that it acted as a moral guide through both 
discipline and welfare. Without this guiding force, the country had become orphaned. 
 Mariana’s nostalgia can only be understood in the context of a growing authoritarian 
movement, and particularly the figure of Jair Bolsonaro, who openly praised the dictatorship. 
This included dedicating his vote to impeach then-president Dilma Rousseff to a colonel 
responsible for the torture of dissidents. The movement’s triumph, seen in Bolsonaro’s election 
in the year following the conclusion of my fieldwork, arguably reflects its success in establishing 
a new narrative of national development and progress in the midst of crisis. These views were 
not shared by all within the Patronato – others spoke clearly of their disgust as well as fear 

 
92 Mariana divided her professional workload between the Patronato and a men’s prison unit. 
93 Others at the Patronato, particularly women, had developed similar side hustles to supplement their incomes 
during this time, such as baking and selling sweets or small fried finger food, largely via WhatsApp. 
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concerning the resurgent affection for an era of censorship and oppression. Even Mariana’s 
praise of the era was highly qualified. But the fact that the legacy of the period was open for 
public debate, more so than ever before, was in itself demonstrative of a dispute over narratives 
of history, time, and progress. 
 As a political and social movement that envisioned correcting a damaged social pact through 
a return to the past, this rising tide of authoritarianism arguably constituted a rehabilitative 
project in itself. Crisis was a discourse of deviance writ large, while dictatorship nostalgia 
suggested that the loss of a social order might still be reversed. Furthermore, the growing call to 
“rescue” Brazil from disorder and corruption aligned closely with the plot structure of 
resocialization. In both cases, crime was both a symptom and a cause of social breakdown; both 
also centered on the disintegration of the family unit as the clearest sign of this lost order; and 
both mobilized resources to intervene upon the present in order to “conquer” the future. In this 
sense, it is perhaps unsurprising that Mariana and many of her colleagues saw within the 
experiences of their clients a microcosm of an unfolding battle over the soul of the nation. 
 While the crisis clearly shaped the nature of the work of the parole office, parole staff 
nevertheless shielded their clients from the kind of pessimism they expressed to one another. 
Alongside these accounts of abjection, the technical team also accumulated a stock of success 
stories; while the former circulated amongst staff, the latter were reserved for their discussions 
with those recently leaving prison. This is not to say that the technical team ignored the 
difficulties that crisis presented; but these were almost inevitably framed as a test of will that 
could be overcome with commitment. Likewise, the volunteers in the new “employability” office 
maintained this line of constant optimism. Here, as elsewhere in the prison system, the 
imperative to never give up hope was maintained at all costs, as was the philosophy that society 
would always hold a place – and, perhaps more to the point, a job – for those dedicated to 
pursuing a life outside the world of crime. 
 One afternoon, after the morning rush had died down, a young man and his mother came 
into the Patronato. It was his first visit – he had been released from prison only four days earlier. 
I was speaking with Pastor Lucas in the employability office when the two came in – Clara had 
directed them here after confirming that the young man was looking for work. Pastor Lucas first  
congratulated the son on surviving prison: “I know inside is Hell. Out here is, well, a little better 
than Hell.” He asked the man if he was sure he wanted to commit to a new life; when he received 
a reply in the affirmative, the pastor abruptly shifted his tone:  

I see so many people come in here with the same posture but they eventually give up. You 
need to give more than 100%, you need to give at least 150%. Are you ready to live on a 
minimum wage? You know it’s miserable, right? You need real willpower to change because 
you will be earning next to nothing. This is how you start. 

The cheer in the room dissipated. A little less sure of himself, the man and his mother 
nevertheless both affirmed that he was ready to do whatever it would take. Here the pastor 
relaxed his tone a little: “this is a partnership between you, me, and God. We need to trust each 
other. But God will show you the path. You do your 2%, I’ll do my 3%, and we’ll leave the other 
95% to Him.”  
 In this small interrogation, one that fed on a call-and-response dynamic typical of 
evangelical church services, Lucas asked the young man first to confirm his will – and indeed to 
recognize it as the only resource he had at his disposal – before investing it in a verbal contract 
that might build him a future. Pastor Lucas had no job to offer this man that day – he took down 
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his contact details and promised that they would be in touch shortly. But he did affirm here that 
the young man’s volition would, in itself, be sufficient to overcome the inevitable difficulties that 
he faced in the immediate future. This sense of optimism, however, qualified, contrasted with 
that other circuit of sentiment that moved between staff members, one that pointed precisely to 
how far their own good will fell short of anything like what was required by their clients. In one 
staff meeting, after discussing the latest series of funding pressures and a failure to secure money 
from the prison administration to repair the roof of the Patronato, Mariana began to speak, 
appearing increasingly distraught as she discussed the futility of their efforts and how she felt she 
was failing her clients. Towards the end, she exclaimed with tears in her eyes “my soul is presa!” 
Presa, meaning both trapped and imprisoned, spoke to the apparent impasse she felt within the 
present moment.  
 We might understand Mariana’s invocation of confinement as an iteration of what Ghassan 
Hage has identified as stuckedness: “a situation where a person suffers from both the absence of 
choices or alternatives to the situation they are in and an inability to grab such alternatives even 
if they present themselves” (2009: 100). For Mariana, and for others, there might be some distant 
hope for recovering what had been lost in a return to dictatorship-era values of care and 
discipline. But the immediate future was one of stuckedness, one that was felt acutely in this 
office that was itself falling apart. At the same time, in their work with clients Patronato staff 
would refuse this narrative, insisting on the promise of a better life. This optimism seemed to 
ring a little more hollow in the present moment; but as other possibilities dried up, it was the 
only resource they had to work with. 
 
Putting the House in Order 

“I honestly think we needed to have this crisis. It’s the only way any real change is going to 
happen. I think of it like cleaning your house – first you have to take everything out and pull 
it all apart, then you can reorganize it. That’s what’s happening right now. And now we 
finally have people like Cabral in prison, finally someone is being punished. 94 Maybe now 
we can move forward.” 

- Paloma, prison psychologist 
 
 If the crisis was a point at which an established order collapsed, taking with it the particular 
aspirations that it once held, it was also a moment that various people seized upon demand 
something new. Paloma’s explanation of the present moment as an inevitable period of self-
reckoning from which a new, renovated Brazil once emerged speaks to this possibility. At a time 
of profound uncertainty, various groups across Rio de Janeiro and Brazil took advantage of the 
uncertainty of the present for various ends. The reemergence of the military dictatorship as a 
guiding image for social and political life represents one such attempt to both respond to and 
resolve the uncertainty of the present. But the crisis also opened up the nature and function of the 
prison system to new forms of scrutiny and action as various groups made claims upon the nature 
and function of imprisonment.  
 On Monday, January 16, 2017, members of the correctional officer’s union met in a country 
club close to the penitentiary complex of Bangu and voted to begin a strike. It began the 

 
94 Sérgio Cabral is the former governor of the state of Rio de Janeiro who was convicted as part of Operation Car 
Wash. 
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following morning: the union published an online “strike manual”95 detailing what work was to 
be accomplished or otherwise. Administrative duties were to cease immediately. All transfers 
between prisons were to be shut down, with the exception of pressing medical emergencies. Any 
visitors and all treatment staff would be denied entry. Only immediate release orders signed by a 
penal judge would be honored – all other juridical orders should be ignored. The immediate 
cause of the action was based on the delay in receiving their salary, which by this point had 
accumulated to several months of backpay. But the strike was also positioned as part of a broader 
push by correctional officers to be reclassified as security forces through the creation of the 
“penal police,” a shift that would guarantee them greater protections and allow them to carry 
arms inside prison walls. 
 The strike took place during a period of time in which the director of the state’s prison 
administration described the entire penal system as a “powder keg waiting to explode.” Conflict 
had erupted between the two largest factions in the nation, São Paulo’s PCC and Rio de Janeiro’s 
Comando Vemelho, after the latter found itself unable to pay its debts to the former. The 
resulting conflicts rippled across the nation, including most notably in a massacre that took place 
in a prison in the Manaus, in the country’s north. The impression among administrators and 
others in the prison system was that guards were leveraging this tension to their advantage in the 
strike, particularly as they had cut off visits and the supplies normally provided by families 
which constituted a lifeline for the incarcerated. The following day, the president of Brazil’s 
highest court ordered all correctional officers to return to work within 24 hours, citing the 
imperative for security and threatening fines of 100,000 reals (approximately US$30,000) per 
day for those who failed to comply. In response, the guards’ union shifted tactics and called for a 
new action, “The Law Will be Respected.” Now, all officers were called to carry out their duties 
to the full extent and scope required by the law. This action held weight because such 
responsibilities far exceeded the capacity of number of guards hired, for whom normal 
operations required a series of illicit omissions or shortcuts. By working to the letter of the law, 
these ordinary illegalities were exposed, and the prison system nevertheless ground to a halt. 
During this time, I visited the Patronato, where Mariana played an audio message from a 
WhatsApp group for prison functionaries – the voice of a guard warned those in the group that 
military police were preparing to enter the Bangu prison complex, but “the prison is ours! If they 
take a foot inside Bangu they are going to be met with bullets.” 
 This protest dissipated the week after, when the state government began dispersing some of 
the backpay owed to correctional officers. But the collective discontent and organizing continued 
throughout 2017 – both from incarcerated people and as correctional officers. After a few years 
in which such actions had been far more rare, this seemed to mark a return to a previous era of 
turmoil. Specifically, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, a series of high-profile protests were 
orchestrated by factions from within prisons in Rio de Janeiro and elsewhere to draw attention to 
the appalling conditions of incarceration (Holston 1999). These extended from the penitentiary 
system and into the city streets, as faction members outside prisons burned buses and shut down 
many urban areas. These actions had some success in producing reforms, at least at the 
administrative level. One of the men I interviewed who had recently been released claimed that 
the only reason that his incarceration was made bearable was because of the achievements of 

 
95 At the time of submitting this dissertation the manual was still available online: 
https://www.sindsistema.com.br/noticias/256. 
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these protests. What followed was a period of relative calm – but in 2016, prisoners’ strikes and 
“paralizations” began to proliferate once more within the prison system. In particular, Comando 
Vermelho, Rio’s largest faction, organized several strikes over 2017. 
 In November, Comando Vermelho declared a hunger strike across all prisons in the state 
dominated by the faction. Hunger strikes had previously been prohibited by the faction because 
of the danger they posed to the health of those in prison, but this strategy was resuscitated in 
order to once again draw public attention to the deteriorating conditions of the prison system and 
to demand concrete reforms regarding access to health, addressing overcrowding and providing 
better quality food. Like the correctional officers, incarcerated men communicated to visitors that 
visits would be prohibited, and that those striking would refuse food or clothing sent by families 
for the duration of the strike. Furthermore, public defenders and treatment staff were forced to 
cease their visits to any of the prisons dominated by the faction. 
 The day following the declaration of this strike, I arrived at a meeting arranged by a newly-
formed association of family members with the invitation of Karina, one of the group’s 
organizers. Aside from myself, all those present were women; the vast majority were black. 
Many were concerned for their loved ones during the strike, not only because of the lack of 
contact, but because underlying medical conditions made many men vulnerable to health 
complications if the strike lasted longer than a few days. They also expressed their resentment 
that the strike order seemed to “come from above” – that is, from the higher echelons of 
leadership within the faction – and that family members and their incarcerated loved ones simply 
had to follow through. But as they supported the goals of the strike, the main conversation of the 
meeting was what actions they might take to support the protest and push for a speedy resolution. 
Ultimately, they decided to hold a protest of their own outside the Justice Forum, the large 
judicial building in the city center that held the penal courts. 
 The following morning about thirty women assembled outside the Forum entrance. Karina 
took the lead from the beginning, citing her experience in similar events. She moved us to the 
side of the entrance where we laid down the cardboard posters that would be used as signs and 
took markers out of her purse for protestors to write messages on each. As I searched for loose 
rocks or objects to hold the posters down from the wind, she also laid out a Brazilian flag, which 
she explained was to “remind everyone that we are also Brazilians.” The messages the women 
began to write on these posters ranged from descriptions of prison conditions to a list of demands 
for change. Some were directly related to the hunger strike – “Prisoners go hungry, the family 
suffers”; “Rotten food”; “Comply with the law!”; “Slow judiciary.” Others expanded the list of 
concerns and focused on the experience of visiting family members – “Respect the family!”; 
“We want our rights”; “Children and pregnant women should not pass through the scanner.”96 
But another two in particular caught my attention – “Resocialization now!” and “The system 
must be resocialized!”  

Both messages turn the injunction to reform back onto the prison system itself. The first is a 
call for a reformative prison, one that might actually support the incarcerated on a path towards a 
different life through work and educational opportunities. It also seems to anticipate and refuse 

 
96 After the prohibition of strip-searches for visitors in the state of Rio de Janeiro, the prison system installed these 
“scanners,” similar to those used in airports, at the front gates of most prisons in the state, to be used by both visitors 
and correctional officers – although lawyers and public defenders were supposedly exempt, they were nevertheless 
often required to pass through by guards. 
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the kinds of deferral were so often held out by penal courts and administrators. “Resocialization 
now!” attempts to underline the urgency of the demand, one that could not be kicked down the 
road by announcements of projected projects or reforms. The second wields the prison 
administration’s motto and the narrative of resocialization against itself by making the institution 
an object for intervention. What was deviant, what has become “lost” to society is not the 
prisoner but the prison; what was needed is a different kind of correction, one that might actually 
make a correctional institution out of imprisonment. As Karina pointed out, these messages were 
buttressed by the presence of the Brazilian flag, one that locates the women’s right to protest in 
their citizenship. By declaring themselves as Brazilians, these women demanded recognition not 
as supplicants of the state, but rather as those to whom the state must serve. The flag thereby 
positioned the protestors as bearers of the right to critique. Once the posters were written out, the 
women held them up alongside the flag; we began marching around the entire perimeter of the 
Forum, as the women passed around a megaphone between themselves and broadcast their 
demands, including that the penal judges and president of the Forum invite them into their 
offices to talk. 
 Each of these three events – the correctional officer’s protest, the hunger strike, and the 
march around the Forum – represented a response to an apparent crisis within Rio de Janeiro’s 
prison system. While each of these grounded their demands in the recognition that things were 
rapidly deteriorating or falling apart, they also reflected far more entrenched problems within the 
prison system. The demands of these protests were grounded in a right to survival, they 
extrapolated from the exigencies of the present in order to articulate a vision of an altered, 
restored, or resocialized prison system. Each of these visions was also articulated around the 
figure of the law – although where the women cited the still-unfulfilled promise of law as a 
source of protection and dignity, the correctional officers’ “The Law Will be Respected” 
slowdown represents an ironic enactment of its inadequacy. But in either case, the vacuum in 
legitimacy presented by the crisis became the platform from which each group articulated and 
pursued distinct visions of a future for the prison system. 
 
At Home in the Crossfire 

Hillary’s exit from prison was swift and violent. After a fight with one of the incarcerated 
leaders of Comando Vermelho, ostensibly over her refusal to change the channel, both she and 
her husband were severely beaten and quickly removed from the cell. They both waited within 
the segregation unit for two days to see a doctor, after which they returned, but Hillary insisted 
that to remain in prison would constitute a threat to her life. A few days later they would both be 
released under the conditions of house arrest – her husband’s mother accepted her son only on 
the condition that he break all contact with Hillary, while she herself returned to the home and 
community that she had fought so hard to break free from. She would not be able to return to the 
apartment, since the faction that controlled the favela would now be looking for her. In the 
meantime, however, the guards moved the couple into the evangelical wing for their last night in 
prison. Those within the cell refused to let her sleep alongside them, so she spent the night on the 
concrete floor next to the cell door, with the few possessions they had managed to secure from 
the bed they once shared in the other wing. “I remember how hot it was that night, how I was 
still bruised and laying on the ground at three in the morning,” she told me a few weeks later, 

and my old fan was plugged in whirring around and making a clicking noise and I was 
looking at my stuff, wondering who would take it after I was gone. And I remember 
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thinking, “I hope nobody takes it. They don’t deserve it.” And it must have been magic 
because just like that, I’m looking at the fan, and it starts to catch fire. 

After surviving her assault, Hillary was transferred to spend the rest of her sentence under house 
arrest. For her, this meant a return to her childhood home and neighborhood, one that she had 
previously expressed a strong desire to never return to. Where Elias and his family were 
gradually pushed into the peripheries on the west side of Rio de Janeiro, Hillary went east, a two 
hour bus ride from the city center. The first time I took this bus to visit her, I stepped off the main 
thoroughfare of her neighborhood, which seemed oddly quiet for mid-afternoon. Following 
Hillary’s directions, I walked up a small hill into the neighboring favela; the asphalt gave way to 
a dirt road which lead me to the door of a large, concrete autoconstructed house, where she was 
waiting at the front door to greet me and usher me quickly inside. 
 Hillary was an adopted child – one of seven black children who spent their first years of life 
in an orphanage in the city center, before being adopted by a single white man and taken to this 
house on the hill. As they grew older, they built the second floor of the house together, which 
Hillary had now made her home. The apartment on the third floor was gone – a few days after 
she left, one of her former housemates attempted to come back, only to find that it had now been 
occupied by a new group of incarcerated men who were also members of the faction controlling 
that favela. Two of Hillary’s brothers and her sister-in-law lived on the first floor of this family 
home, while their father, who continued to own the property and who had signed the declaration 
taking responsibility for Hillary during her house arrest, now lived with his boyfriend in another 
area of the city. The other siblings were dispersed around the metropolitan area; one of them, 
Hillary stated, was a “bandido,” a bandit or “thug,” who she suggested off-handedly that I might 
want to get in contact with to learn more about crime. 
 As mentioned above, the state government’s inability to pay the manufacturer of electronic 
monitoring devices meant that most serving their sentences on house arrest were not assigned 
one. But the stipulations of the sentence and restrictions on mobility nevertheless remained the 
same. Leaving the house for any motive not previously authorized by a penal judge was 
prohibited, as was travelling beyond the borders of the municipality for any reason whatsoever. 
Hillary was required to visit the Patronato every other month to sign in and attest that she was 
continuing to fulfil the conditions of her sentence, although given its proximity to Crispim 
Ventino and the men who had assaulted her she had also petitioned to find an alternative site. She 
only had six months left of her sentence. While she was unhappy to be back in this neighborhood 
and largely stuck in her home, she was at least happy that her time spent under custody was 
finally reaching its end. At any rate, she reasoned, life here was certainly better than the one she 
had left in prison. 
 But the more immediate danger of leaving her home was not house arrest but the violence 
that had taken over the neighborhood. The main street that my bus had passed through had 
served as a line demarcating the border between two rival factions. The relationship between the 
two had been largely peaceful, if tense; but now one of these factions was now attempting to 
claim territory on the other side of the road. From Hillary’s house, we could occasionally hear 
gunshots in the distance – ones that now echoed around the entire city.97 More than deferred 
salaries or deteriorating public services, this violence was perhaps the most palpable sign and 

 
97 During this period I was also often woken up in the early morning my own home, located one block from the 
entrance of favela, by armed conflict between two factions as well as the local police station allied to one of them.  



 

 

170 
symptom of the crisis for those living in the peripheries of Rio de Janeiro. Perhaps the clearest 
indication of the dramatic escalation of violence is in the precipitous rise of Rio de Janeiro’s 
homicide rate after years of decline – including those commonly referred to as autos de 
resistência, those committed by on-duty police officers.98 This violence was not indiscriminate; 
in fact the discrepancy between homicide rates for black and white Brazilians increased over this 
period (IPEA 2018). Within peripheral communities, territorial conflicts and stray bullets 
produced a pervading atmosphere both of danger and confinement. For residents, these conflicts 
were not exactly new (Penglase 2014) – but their frequency and ferocity represented an abrupt 
shift in the rhythms of communal life and a force to be navigated or avoided. 
 The upsurge in violence within the city’s peripheries produced similar scenes of confinement 
across the city. Schools shut down with increasing frequency, while many waited within their 
homes for hours or days for the noise of gunfire to calm down in order to be able to leave their 
houses. For those who were formerly imprisoned, staying at home also potentially meant 
breaking the terms of their release. For example, those who had scheduled appointments at the 
parole office to sign off and attest that they were fulfilling the conditions of house arrest often 
found it impossible to travel to the Patronato to sign their papers. Those working in the office 
were well aware of this problem, since they increasingly received phone calls from clients who 
were anxious about returning to prison but would risk their lives if they stepped outside. But 
these lamentations did not prevent them from passing on the names of all those who did not 
appear on their assigned date to the penal courts. Arriving one or two days late might save the 
parolee any further problems, but even then many were declared as fugitives, since they were 
considered as no longer fulfilling the conditions of their sentence. The result was a “regression” 
in their sentence and a transfer back to a semi-open regime; that is, a return to prison. 
 This situation repeated itself in other contexts, including Magnolia’s church-based 
organization that assisted the formerly incarcerated, discussed in Chapter 4. Here, Magnolia 
would often begin the meetings with a collective prayer to end the violence in the city; at the 
same time, she would praise those who had arrived and lament the empty seats as evidence of 
those who were not as “committed” to the project. Those who were not present in these meetings 
forfeited their right to the monthly food baskets provided by the organization, ostensibly with the 
objective of supporting them in their first months of release. Both here and in the parole office, 
the broader conflicts that were proliferating across the city became rendered as questions of 
personal responsibility, with empty chairs and missed appointments pointing to unreliability or 
lack of commitment. 
 Hillary was less vulnerable to this prospect of missing her visit to the parole office – with 
less than four months left on her sentence, she would only need to sign off at the Patronato once. 
But with her immediate prospects grounded to her home and neighborhood, her plan for re-
starting her life – the beauty salon she wanted to open in the favela she had just lost – also 
required a re-think. So she began to build the salon in her own home. The entrance hall leading 

 
98 The term is a shortened form of “homicício proveniente de auto de resistência” would roughly translate to English 
as “homicide proceeding from proof of resistance.” The shortened term, which leaves out “homicide” and thus 
identifies solely the supposed act of resistance, was officially used as a cause of death, alongside “resistência 
seguida de morte” (“resistance followed by death”), until 2016 when, as a result of intense political debate, the 
federal government officially prohibited such terms, proscribing the new category of “homicídio decorrente de 
oposição à intervenção policial” (“homicide due to opposition to police intervention”). However, the former terms 
are still commonly used among police and politicians (Diário Oficial da União 2016; Misse, Grillo and Néri 2015). 



 

 

171 
to the stairs offered a space where she could set up a chair, mirror, and shelves for her products. 
The partner of a friend, a spiritual leader within the Afro-Brazilian religion candomblé, prepared 
an herbal infusion that she could spray over the space to promote prosperity. She had painted the 
area with walls yellow with a few black stripes running diagonally down and places a wooden 
incense holder carved into the figure of Bob Marley on the counter. “I want an Angolan style” 
she told me, “something really afro.”  
 A few months after this conversation, it was clear that business was not taking off like she 
had planned. People were simply afraid of leaving their houses to visit her, she explained, and 
even if they could, they had no money to pay her. If she was living back in the city center, 
Hillary reasoned, she might be able to charge more, maybe even three times as much, but that 
was still assuming she had any clients. Her father was able to send her money occasionally, and 
once in a while she would break the conditions of her house arrest to work as a cleaner for a few 
houses in the neighborhood. While she had considered sex work, and she stressed to me that it 
was a valid profession for those who enjoyed it, she herself was less enthused by the prospect 
and wanted to avoid it if at all possible. 
 Like Mariana the social worker, Hillary was stuck. The fact that she at least had secure 
housing and did not need to pay rent gave her at least some stability; but this was also a place to 
which she claimed to never want to return, a kind of retrogression back to a past moment within 
a life she had worked hard to leave behind. At the same time, the factions’ scramble to establish a 
new territorial order had sapped whatever potential might otherwise have existed in this place for 
her to construct a life for herself. A combination of gunfire and house arrest had left Hillary quite 
literally stuck. While crisis might have presented for some the opportunity for action, for seizing 
and thereby resolving the apparent indeterminacy of the future, here it seemed to place Hillary in 
an interminable present, without an exit. 
 
The Tip of the Revolver 
 Like Hillary, Elias and his family often found themselves stuck. Their neighborhood also 
became the stage for conflict, in this case caused by the incursion of milicianos into the territory 
occupied by the local faction. One afternoon, as I was walking from the bus stop to their house, a 
neighbor warned me that I should get off the street quickly, since the militia forces had abducted 
eight teenage boys and young men just one block away the previous night. But Elias also 
differed with Hillary in his insistence that the present moment was one of exceptional but also 
ephemeral struggle, one that would soon give way to a future that was about to reveal itself. He 
was, in his own words, sitting “at the tip of the revolver,” preparing himself for the imminent 
arrival of something new. And it was particularly within the massive industry of Christian 
cultural production that he saw and pursued this change. 
 A few weeks after the conversation I had with Elias that opens this chapter, he was out of the 
neck brace and into a new job. He had finally secured the car he needed for employment by 
paying half the cost up-front with money he had borrowed from friends and family. Now 
indebted on all sides, he was performing manual labor with a body that still had not fully healed, 
and both he and his wife knew from experience that this job would likely not last. Still, it offered 
the family a moment of relative reprieve and seemed to restore to both a sense of dignity. The 
next time I visited the family, Elias had just returned home from work and we spoke while Rosa 
sat in front of Elias with a tub of soapy water, cleaning the dirt and grease from under his nails as 
we talked and joking about his “worker’s hands” with a smile. But this job also left him with far 
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less time for projects that were more fulfilling and potentially more lucrative, particularly his 
participation in the evangelical radio circuit to perform music and give his testimony. It was here 
that Elias saw his real path and future, one beyond survival. 
 In his ethnography of hope, Hirokazu Miyazaki points to a particular phrase used by a 
Crhstian community in Suvavou to explain their fight for land rights: the “pricking of the taro 
leaf” (2004: 32). The image suggests that if the leaf were finally punctured in the right place, 
water would flow out in abundance. There is a resonance between this phrase and Elias’ 
metaphor of the revolver, both of which seem to suggest a particularly Christian understanding of 
the future as a potential waiting to be triggered. Like a bullet in the barrel of a gun, Elias was 
searching for this trigger, the moment where his God-given promise would finally be fulfilled. 
This metaphor also speaks to a particularly Christian understanding of selfhood and possibility in 
which Elias’ future was not his to make. Instead, his path was ordained by God; Elias’ task was 
to identify it and pursue it regardless of any difficulties, secure in the promise of that plan. The 
task of the present is to find the point to prick, the proper trigger, through which it might flow 
forth. Elias woke up early every day to pray, both for this moment to arrive and for the strength 
to hold out until it did. The “side of good” is not creative in the sense that it is already set, 
waiting to be discovered through adherence to a community and a specific set of values. Elias 
did not have to make a future for himself – instead, his task was to find the one already laid out 
for him. 
 Elias’ recognition of his own potential, however frustrated its realization, stands against a 
broader context of antipathy and violence against those labeled as criminal. Teresa Caldeira in 
particular has approached the location of crime within a Brazilian moral economy through a 
constant discourse surrounding “talk of crime” (2000). In the context of another decade and the 
shadow of another crisis, Caldeira contends that talk of crime offered Brazilians a way of making 
sense of urban violence, one that resonated with broader experiences of precarity. As people 
recount their experiences as victims of crime, they build rigid boundaries of an innocent “before” 
and a wiser but more fearful “after.” Crime offered a readily available symbol of evil and 
disorder in which the criminal was marked as an essentially incorrigible figure. Through this 
talk, Brazilians sutured their personal experiences with broader urban and national shifts, 
including the transition to democracy, the economic recession and hyper-inflation, and a growing 
sense of insecurity. Talk of crime allowed for the circulation of standard narratives of 
victimhood, innocence, and evil, and by using those tropes it provided a way of making sense out 
of disorder. But this discourse was marked by a constant tension between the racialized and 
territorialized tropes of a criminal/victim binary and the realities of the experience that blur such 
distinctions. That is, the concrete experiences of crime always exceeded the framework used to 
understand them. This tension, Caldeira argued, is something crime talk could never resolve 
because it relied on a combination of a “will to knowledge,” the yearning for making sense of the 
world, and a stereotyped misrecognition that made such knowing possible only through reductive 
figures. As Caldeira demonstrates, talk of crime also fed into the growing securitization of the 
city and a new moral geography that marked out particular territories and communities as 
dangerous. 
 Elias reconfigured the moral universe structured through talk of time, although he did so 
from the position not of the victim but of a former perpetrator. As I have outlined in Chapter 4, 
while Elias recognized crime as both immoral and corrosive, he distanced himself from it not 
through space but by a breach in time – the Elias of the present was fundamentally not the same 
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as the past, who was responsible for the crime for which he was sentenced. The counter-history 
presented at the outset of this chapter points to a moment where this break is a little less 
complete than he would like. The past seemed to percolate into the current moment in the 
possibilities that Elias saw everywhere, and from the dangerous idea that crime was in fact a 
rational and relatively secure form of existence. He was also at times pained by this absence, 
particularly the lack of a respect he once commanded as “Elias the Rottweiler” and the relative 
economic security he used to enjoy. But even these moments offered him the opportunity to once 
again disavow crime and commit himself once more to a different life. 
 Elias’ demand for recognition and respect by distancing himself from the past was 
conditioned by, and supported through, both his faith and his relationship to the evangelical 
community. As I have argued, evangelical Christianity arguably offers one of the most important 
sites in which testimonies of self-identified former criminals (“ex-bandidos”) are not only 
recognized but actively promoted and celebrated, alongside other similar figures of 
transformation such as the ex-addict or ex-travesti. Given the support that the church provided 
during this time, even under the strain produced by the crisis, Elias saw the clearest possibility 
for his social, economic, and spiritual flourishing within this community.  

About a month after our conversation on the non-encounter on the street, I met up with 
Elias, Rosa, and Junior at a train station close to the end of the line. I had arranged with both 
parents to accompany them to a street event organized by a pastor Elias had met over the radio. 
The event, named Youth Reaction, was scheduled to begin in the early evening, but the pair 
wanted to arrive early to help prepare. Elias himself was slated to perform in front of the crowd – 
he was particularly excited that he would be able to speak about his own life through his 
testimony and his music to young people, those who needed to hear it most. I would be his 
cameraman, filming the performance and producing footage that he could burn onto a DVD both 
to sell in future events and to send to other churches as a kind of demo reel. 

They picked me up from the station and we drove off in their new car, which was struggling 
to keep itself together. There was a clear smell of gasoline that wafted through the interior and it 
made a harsh growling noise as we drove. Worse still, the streets were lined with speed bumps at 
regular intervals; if Elias did not take them at a snail’s pace, the tailpipe would inevitably come 
loose and start dragging on the road. We would then stop for a minute and he would take off his 
shirt to keep it clean before disappearing underneath the car to fasten the exhaust back on. The 
second time this happened, Rosa and I sat anxiously in the car watching a mugging take place on 
the street fifty meters ahead, calling for Elias to get back in and just leave the tailpipe hanging. 
As we drove on, Elias warned me that we were entering a “dangerous” territory, one that was 
currently contested between the neighborhood’s “faction” and incoming militias – a conflict that 
made today’s event all the more necessary. 

Once we arrived, we were greeted by the pastor who led us to a small reception building in 
the local church. There we spent a few hours getting ready. Elias was eager to speak to the band 
who would be backing up his music, and nervous about the time slot that would be allocated to 
him. The pastor said that the event would start at around six in the evening – he arranged for 
Elias to go on at 9pm, which was when most people would have arrived and settled themselves 
in the audience. The church had hired a trio eléctrico – a truck equipped with a sound system that 
would cut traffic to the street and amplify the sounds of the event, marking out a sonic territory 
of the neighborhood for the church and for God (Oosterbaan 2009). As an aside, Elias asked me 
not to record the first part of his performance, since he would say things about his past that might 
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put his life in danger if they were broadcast. The pastor recorded a promotional clip for the event 
to boom out from the truck’s speakers, letting passers-by know that there would be a special 
performance from “Elias, formerly known as Elias the Rottweiler.” 

By six the trio eléctrico had blocked off the street and we had set up around eighty plastic 
chairs in front of it for the audience. As we waited, Elias gave me some directorial suggestions 
for the video, asking me to film some brief shots of the audience arriving, to make sure I had a 
good angle with which to record and to occasionally pan between himself and the crowd to 
capture their own reactions and participation in the performance. As the time dragged on I 
recorded a few sweeps of an audience that, despite the event’s name, was largely comprised of 
older women. The event itself only began a little after seven. First, the church pastor began 
talking about the importance of youth and the mission to take over the streets. Afterwards were a 
series of shorter performances – one by a group of five adolescent girls, another by a choir of 
singers who appeared to be in their late teens or early twenties. Once they had finished, another 
pastor came to give a sermon; in the meantime, Elias watched with clear irritation as the previous 
performers, who together had constituted virtually all of the youth of the event, began splitting 
off from the main crowd and walking off down the street. 

He was finally called up to the stage an hour after he was slated to perform. Since the street 
lights were shining directly into the camera from my vantage point I moved to the other side of 
the street, a few meters in front of him and off to the side. After a few minutes speaking, Elias 
gave me a nod, the signal for me to start recording. “But that’s not what I’m here to talk about” 
he continued through the microphone. “I’m here to talk to you about what God has done in my 
life since I accepted him.” From here, he began with the testimony I had heard many times 
before – of the night of his attempted suicide, the moment God rescued him, and the gift of 
music that he received from his prison cell. As he spoke, Rosa handed out sheets of paper with 
the lyrics to many of his songs written on both sides. Elias alternated between testimony and 
songs. At one point he pulled out a wrinkled blue slip of paper from his wallet and asked a 
woman sitting in front of him to read it out to the rest of the audience – it was the receipt for a 
prepaid funeral that his mother had bought during his former life. I kept the camera trained on 
him for most of the time but panned to the audience as they sang along with him or as they 
applauded him at certain points in his narrative. I had fifty minutes of recorded footage by the 
time Elias finished his performance. By then, the crowd had thinned out a little more and half the 
seats were empty. When the pastor took back the microphone, he asked everyone to stand and 
spread out into a single line, holding hands. Elias and Rosa joined the line while I walked up and 
down with the camera, recording as they sang 

Right before the event’s close, the pastor took a collection of donations for Elias and Rosa 
“who have shared their lives with us tonight.” As soon as we were done the trio eléctrico drove 
off and we had to stack the chairs and move them off the road quickly to make room for the cars 
that were now waiting to traverse the street. When we came back to the church it was after 
midnight – Elias Junior was asleep in his mother’s arms, while his father complained to me that 
the event could have been better planned; that he should have gotten a better time slot; that they 
should have made the collection earlier, before the audience had begun to disperse. As soon as 
the pastor arrived we said our goodbyes and got in the car – myself in the front this time, to give 
Rosa more room with Elias Jr in the back. By this hour there was no public transport available 
for me to return home, but the couple were happy to offer for me to stay the night. Elias drove a 
little slower this time, although the tailpipe still fell off twice. This time we took the side streets 
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back to his house, because as he explained, on a night like this there was bound to be a blitz on 
the main road, just like the one that saw him lose the previous car. We arrived at one in the 
morning; Rosa handed me a spare blanket from the cupboard and I fell asleep on the living room 
couch almost immediately. 

Youth Reaction was a staged intervention within the neighborhood, an effort to “reclaim” the 
streets. It also attempted to forge a connection between the church and young people, and to 
thereby draw them away from the criminal influences of both the factions and the militia. In this 
sense, it was a security operation, part of what Kevin O’Neill identifies as a Christian program of 
“soft security”: preventative strategies that take as their object “the soul, doing so in ways that 
distinguish between the lost and found, the sinner and the saved” (2015: 22). Here Elias 
performed as an agent of this security, laying out his testimony as both as a warning and as a 
beacon of hope that could shape the neighborhood. But he also came to the event with another 
objective: the video recording, one that would potentially be able to reach a far greater audience. 
The tone with which he presented himself was far more triumphant and less ambivalent than the 
one he had shared with me a few weeks earlier in his home. In both occasions, he used similar 
mechanisms to establish his resocialization and his worth by holding up a counter-image of 
himself only to denounce it. But this evening, at least, the distance between the two seemed 
firmer, since the other Elias was safely sequestered in the past, taken out only as a prop. Just as 
he had earned this invitation through a contact he made during a radio performance, so too did he 
hope that the event would lead to further opportunities. 

But the events’ proceedings seemed to fall short of fully achieving either of these goals. 
Perhaps the most important problem for Elias was the absence of youth. Despite the attempts 
made by the church to garner publicity for the event, the only youths that arrived that day aside 
from small children were performers, already members of the church – and even they left before 
Elias had a chance to speak. At least part of his distress at their exit seemed to derive from his 
concern about the particular optics of the film we were making – my pans to the audience during 
his presentation now largely consisted of elderly women rather than the young people both he 
and the event as a whole aimed to reach. But while this absence might have been the most 
glaring deficiency in the night’s proceedings for Elias, almost all who were present seemed 
unable or unwilling to fully play their roles within his choreographed plan, including myself. 

Apparently at least ten minutes of the footage was unusable because I had covered the 
microphone with my index finger, muffling his performance. The compact camera that I was 
using, one that Elias had borrowed from a member of his local church, was also not of the quality 
that he was expecting. It could only record a maximum of twenty minutes at a time, so there 
were several cuts that he would need to work around in the final edit. He had hoped to speak 
from atop the trio eléctrico, but the band equipment and sound system left no room for him, so 
he stood on the road. As a result, I was filming him from eye level rather than a low angle, which 
would perhaps have been a more impressive shot. Aside from their age, the audience was smaller 
and less enthusiastic than he had hoped. In particular, when Elias was performing his music they 
did not sing along. While they tried to read along using the sheet of lyrics, they were unfamiliar 
with Elias’ compositions, and the pacing of the songs was often too fast for them to keep up. 

Redemption, as Nikki Jones contends, is not just a narrative framework; instead, it is a 
dialogic process performed with and alongside others (2018). The work of “making good,” in the 
language of Jones’ interlocutors, requires the validation of others for reform to be maintained as 
much as recognized. Elias largely seemed to undertake this work within the evangelical 
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community. His resocialization was constantly and explicitly affirmed and celebrated here, a fact 
that is far from insignificant given the weight of suspicion and antipathy that he was exposed to 
among others. But his attempts to translate this source of support into material resources were 
constantly frustrated. Youth Reaction was supposed to encapsulate the power of his music and 
testimony to reach out and affect others, a power that he might be able to market and use to at 
least supplement his income. The fact that it did not live up to his expectations was not merely a 
disappointment; it was a loss of the entire family’s substantial investment of time and money into 
the event.99 

Elias, perhaps more so than any other person I encountered during my fieldwork, most 
closely represented the trajectory of a successful resocialization. After his imprisonment and 
conversion, he was able to rebuild a family for himself, find employment, and maintain a 
commitment to constructing a life outside of crime. Moreover, he was also immensely proud of 
this achievement and considered himself a success story. But the conditions that enabled this 
success were not only incredibly precarious; they were also not entirely legal. Elias was able to 
work at his job and attend Youth Reaction because he drove an unregistered car. While this did 
not constitute a crime, it was nevertheless illicit, and made him and his family vulnerable to 
police. The police blitzes along the main road were also likely illicit – they were generally set up 
by off-duty police who would collect bribes for expired licenses, registration problems or vehicle 
faults. In the context of a city organized around a series of illicit structures and practices such as 
these, the pursuit of an entirely lawful life is simply not viable for anyone, but particularly for the 
poor for whom extra-legality offers some sense of security (Moore 2020). This does not make it 
impossible for those such as Elias to claim reform and demand recognition as such, particularly 
when crime refers largely to a particular social world rather than any criminal act (Feltran 2011; 
Grillo 2013). But this reform still left Elias driving on the side streets in the middle of the night, 
skirting the figure of the law. 

The next time I visited Elias, he was at home looking after Junior while Rosa was visiting 
her aunt. Elias showed me a stack of DVDs that he had made from the event. The cover of the 
disc included a still image from the footage – a few came out blurry, but the second batch of ten 
was much clearer. He had sold a few copies to neighbors for 10 reals (approximately US$3) and 
planned to give others to visiting pastors in his church. But he also mailed off four DVDs along 
with a letter detailing his life history to prominent Christian singers from Rio de Janeiro, 
including the prominent Latin Grammy-awarded artist Fernanda Brum. As he explained, even if 
only one of the four responded to him, the relationship would undoubtedly open doors. “When 
you sing in the media,” he explained, “everything starts to take off.” To assure himself that the 
parcels would be opened by their recipients, he spent a little more on the postage so that a 
signature would be required upon delivery, a small investment in his future. But there was 
another event coming up in two weeks where he planned to record a second DVD, this one better 
quality and slightly longer. 

We sat down together on the same couch I had slept on to watch the DVD. The total run-
time was thirty minutes, meaning that he had used more than half of the footage I provided. 
There were a few rough cuts between moments and the audio wasn’t great, but overall it seemed 
far better than I had feared the night I was recording. After five minutes watching we turned our 

 
99 Rosa calculated that the money they received at the end of the night was less than what the cost of gasoline for the 
round trip. 
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attention away from the recording and began talking. Watching his recording had reminded him 
of a WhatsApp video he had recently received, and he took out his phone to show me. The 
message combined stock footage of natural landscapes with a voice-over that explained that 
humanity was the dream of God; our dreams are also His dreams, to pursue them is to fulfil His 
will. Elias explained that this is what he was doing, following God’s path by pursuing his own. 
By the end of the year, he assured me, things would be looking up. 
 
Conclusion: All Our Tomorrows 
 Many ethnographies conclude with a moment of hope, a redemptive turn that shifts from an 
analysis of suffering or abjection to an outline of a possible future. By identifying the potential 
for transformation, these works set out to salvage the possibility for change from a situation that 
might otherwise appear hopeless. After outlining a structure of power, the ethnographer identifies 
the pressure points by which forms of collective life might be undone or remade. One notable 
example of this is Lorna Rhodes’ Total Confinement, a study of a “supermaximum” prison in the 
United States. In the book’s final chapter, Rhodes turns her attention to the efforts made by some 
prison workers to “rehabilitate rehabilitation” – that is, to produce and maintain hope for a 
different kind of prison, such as a project to construct booths for an education program (2004: 
200). As Rhodes argues, these efforts to recover something of a therapeutic mandate within 
prisons are always limited, often ephemeral, and never completely successful. Instead, they 
represent a form of “struggling it out,” straining to work within the possibilities of the present in 
order to pursue a different future. The final lines of the ethnography end with the following 
statement:  

I am not willing to give up the hope suggested by these efforts. They represent the 
possibility that we might be able to imagine and work for something else, to interrupt the 
terms we have been given. Surely that imagining – which both uses and pushes against the 
frameworks we already have – is the only way that these places and those consigned to live 
and work in them can be thought otherwise. (Rhodes 2004: 224). 

For Rhodes, this hope may not be revolutionary; but it does at least unsettle the forms of 
punitivism at work within prisons. 
 But this dissertation is already filled with redemptive turns. I have examined here how 
futures are made tangible and put to use in the present, both as a source of hope and one of 
punitive violence. As such, to conclude by gesturing towards an outline of a possible future 
would be to enact within the analysis the very figure that I have problematized. There is, as Zöe 
Wool highlights, a discomforting parallel between rehabilitation itself and this convention used 
in many ethnographies, when both hold out and defend the promise of an “otherwise” by locating 
the potential for political transformation within the suffering bodies of the present (2017: 94). In 
her work within another rehabilitative institution – a medical center for returned veterans – Wool 
explicitly rejects this recourse to a redemptive philosophy of self and sociality that insists upon 
progress and points to normative models of life as promises waiting to be inhabited within the 
future. Rather than recapitulating this promise, Wool instead turns to other forms of life that 
allow people to endure the present, but that do not necessarily promise any concrete or lasting 
transformation. 
 Like Wool, I am wary of these gestures towards the horizon of something better, perhaps 
even transformative, of the situation I have described here. Similarly, while I sympathize with 
many resocialization workers in Brazil, both in what they do and in what they wish that they 
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could, I do not share in their hopes. The affinity that researchers share with treatment staff is 
often predicated on the assumption of a common purpose and orientation of both groups within 
the institution, a resonance that we should also seek to understand and trouble. I would contend 
that this affinity is also often underwritten by a form of class and racial solidarity, in which the 
benevolence in the work and aspirations a group of largely white actors who are highly educated 
in fields within or adjacent to the social sciences is assumed rather than placed under scrutiny.  
 But I also do not wish to remain inert to the promise held out by resocialization that those 
within Rio de Janeiro’s prison system, including workers as much as incarcerated people, take up 
for different ends. Instead, I have strived to attend to resocialization as a concept and a set of 
relationships that produce openings and foreclosures – often both simultaneously. These 
openings, the signs of a reformed future, are not a self-evident good, and funnel back into the 
project of incarceration as much as they might also look beyond it. This is particularly true when 
the future is already colonized by an ideal of social life that reproduces the same forms of 
marginalization as the present. But to hold on to resocialization rather than attempting to discard 
or move beyond it allows us to understand not only the hopes that people like Elias and Diogo 
hold for themselves as much as the world around them, but also their disappointments, the 
moments when such hope runs into the ground. 
 At the same time, this line of inquiry has also revealed other forms of making life along the 
way. Crime is one of these forms, even if recognition of this, as Elias underlines, represents an 
existential danger. There also exists forms of simply making do, enduring the present without 
much hope that something better is to come – what Wool identifies as “in-durable sociality” 
(2017). However, perhaps the most prominent form of life outside redemption is fugitivity. This 
search for opportunities or simply moments of reprieve that exist outside the grasp of the law 
characterizes much of the experiences of those currently and formerly incarcerated – as it 
arguably does black life in the Americas in general (Sojoyner 2017). Like the side streets that 
Elias and his family took as they drove home at night, or the apartment described in the previous 
chapter that offered an opportunity to both serve one’s sentence and evade it, these forms of life 
seem to operate outside, but adjacent to, those marked as “lawful.” Often a path forward is 
produced not by embracing one or the other but by tacking between the two.  

But fugitivity is also an escape from the analytical gaze, including my own – it often marks 
the limit of what is revealed to me, pointing to another kind of future that is outside my grasp. 
Once, back when I was sitting together with Diana in the apartment on the third floor, I asked her 
directly: “What is resocialization?” Her response: “Resocialization is structuring myself within 
society.” When I pushed her to explain what she meant by this, she replied: 

Well, it means that I feel okay where I am. Everyone has to structure themselves within the 
lives that they have, wherever they are. Run away? I can’t run away. Shout? I can’t shout. So 
I need to find a way to live my life in harmony with the society I find myself in […] And I 
know that the grand day is going to come. I’ll arrive on the beach, maybe someone I’ve 
never seen will walk past me, we’ll start a conversation. That is resocialization. 

What initially struck me about this response was how it framed redemption entirely outside any 
reference to work or family. What Diana offered instead was a sense of harmony, a lack of 
tension with one’s surrounds, to feel oneself human against the horizon of the beach. But two 
months after this conversation she did run away, leaving the prison and the apartment, to find a 
new life, or perhaps return to an old one. I don’t know. But this flight also points to a different 
way of finding or even “conquering” the future by not being found at all. 
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Despite anthropology’s commitment to long-term fieldwork, the results of this project 

nevertheless represent something of a freeze-frame within much longer trajectories of 
punishment and reform. As a result, whatever futures emerge within this dissertation are the 
product of a particular historical moment. I largely concluded my fieldwork in December 2017, 
although I returned to Brazil and remained in contact with most of my interlocutors in the 
following years. The following year saw a resumption of the growth of Rio de Janeiro’s prison 
population as the penal courts seemed to turn increasingly punitive, delaying and denying 
requests for regime progression and parole. This began even before the election of Jair Bolsonaro 
to the presidency and a similarly authoritarian governor, Wilson Witzel, in the state of Rio. While 
the former promised to expand the scale and scope of the “war” against crime, the latter launched 
an ambitious campaign of prison construction, and suggested at one point that prison ships be 
reintroduced as a model of dealing with overcrowding (Salles 2018). With the election, 
declarations of crisis seemed to cease; the nation had entered a new historical period. The change 
of government also produced a churn within the prison administration staff and the entry of 
military figures into positions of leadership. These shifts have not undone the terrain of 
resocialization that I have outlined, but they have altered its contours. 
 At the time of writing this conclusion, many of those with whom I worked find themselves 
in positions remarkably different from those I have described here. While most resocialization 
workers remain in their positions, some have retired, while others were transferred to different 
positions within the administration. Some incarcerated people remain in prison; others have been 
released. Of those who left, some have found a community and assembled lives for themselves 
through different configurations of family and work. Others were arrested and returned to the 
prison. Still others died, both inside and out of prison walls. But while the future stalks the 
present throughout this dissertation, I have endeavored as much as possible to resist the impulse 
to approach what emerged during fieldwork through the lens of what happened after. I do so 
because no particular subsequent moment either resolves or dissolves the hopes, anxieties and 
disappointments that constitute the “present” of this study. 
 Those who survive imprisonment and are released on parole undergo a ritual known as the 
Freedom Ceremony. Despite the magisterial name, the process itself is relatively mundane. When 
a member of Rio de Janeiro’s Prison Council enters a particular prison to complete this duty, she 
brings with her an ink pad and a set of green booklets that will eventually serve to record each 
person’s attendance at the parole office. After distributing the booklets and instructing those 
present to press their thumb into the ink and mark the final page with their fingerprint, these 
council members often take the opportunity both to congratulate the newly released and to offer 
some quick advice. Nevertheless, the entire process generally takes less than fifteen minutes. 
After this point, those assembled are taken to the classification office to verify their identity and 
sign out; following this step, they are taken to the unit’s front gates and, one by one, brought 
outside. Some have family waiting for them on the other side; others step out alone. 100 When I 
began my fieldwork in 2014, those leaving prison were also provided with a prepaid transport 
card holding twenty reals (US$6) to help them make their way home. By 2016, this provision 
had been cut. 

 
100 There is no systematic way that those in prison are informed about their release – some find out only a few hours 
beforehand. 
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 The experience is quick, often unexpected, and largely unceremonious. It may well be 
significant for the now formerly imprisoned person stepping out of the institution – even if what 
they enter is not freedom, legally speaking, but parole, which brings its own set of 
responsibilities and evaluations. Much of what I have examined within this dissertation looks 
towards this moment as the reference point against which futures are made and broken; 
evaluated, analyzed and judged; promised and deferred. But the work of resocialization, and the 
broader structures of anticipation that emerge within prison life and governance, also exceed this 
frame, pointing to other histories and other projects of transformation. What release and the 
Freedom Ceremony signify is both spectacular and banal. Where I began the dissertation with the 
view from a prison cell outwards, this is the moment where the desire represented by the gaze is 
finally realized. But it is also just another day in the prison system. 
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