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Abstract
Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres in Guatemala City are informal responses to drug
use, with these all-male institutions attempting to save drug users from what some
Christians call ‘the devil’. Of ethnographic interest is that the mothers, sisters and wives
not only pay for the capture and captivity of their loved ones but also volunteer their
labour to support these centres. This article, in response, assesses not only the
Christian impulse to domesticate sinners but also the extent to which a cult of domesticity
organises Guatemala’s war on drugs.
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Javier had sold nearly everything.1 His shoes. His mother’s boiling pot. A modest
set of shelves once hung on the wall. They had held a bucket, a few dishes and a
picture frame, but Javier sold those too, and then he pulled down the shelves
and hawked the wood. The money he made, which was not very much, bought
him some cocaine. ‘I got so angry when Javier sold the shelves’, his mother told
me. We spoke inside her home, a modest structure in the outer suburbs of
Guatemala City. Built with breeze blocks and aluminium, the house quietly folded
into the urban landscape. It rarely caught anyone’s attention, but Fernanda took
pride in her home, even if her son kept disrespecting it (and, by extension,
God). ‘This house is sacred’, Fernanda told me as we sat in her kitchen. She then
opened her bible to read Ecclesiastes 10:18. ‘Through laziness, the rafters sag;
because of idle hands, the house leaks.’ Committed to Pentecostalism, with all its
bootstrapping individualism, Fernanda connected her son’s soul to the state of
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1All interviews for this article come from fieldwork conducted in Guatemala City between 2011 and
2018 in and around Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres. Those interviewed remain anonymous or
are cited by pseudonym. In some cases, certain details (insignificant to the analysis) have been changed
to protect the identities of certain people. Quotations are from recorded interviews or from detailed
notes. All translations are my own. All scripture comes from The Holy Bible: New International Version
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011).
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her home until the latter became a reflection of the former. Once Javier had
stripped Fernanda’s house bare, leaving his mother with nothing more than a
table and a few chairs, Fernanda felt morally obligated to act. ‘Yes’, she told me,
‘I had Javier hunted.’

Having someone ‘hunted’ (cazado) in Guatemala City is shorthand for the act of
committing a drug user to a Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centre.2 Pastors stage
these centres inside abandoned factories, garages and apartment buildings; these
are often low-rent opportunities that they then renovate for rehabilitation with
razor wire, steel bars and iron gates. Most pastors also cap the entrances with a
heavy door equipped with an even heavier lock. The hope is that these centres
will keep pace with Guatemala’s continued rapprochement with illicit drugs by
warehousing users (often against their will) for months, sometimes for years.
The faithful call the process ‘hunting’ because pastors literally pull drug users
out of sin by dragging them into rehab, routinely manhandling them until they
stand (in the words of the faithful) ‘before the saving grace of Jesus Christ’. Of
interest here is that while husbands, brothers and sons sit inside these all-male insti-
tutions, women act as social-service providers in the shadows of a criminally neg-
ligent state. They serve as de facto judges and jurors as well as social workers and
parole officers for what amounts to a largely unregulated system of community-
based drug courts. ‘He threatened my home’, Fernanda told me as we continued
to sit at her kitchen table, ‘and so I had him locked up [internado]’.

This article is a response to the conflicted loyalties that Fernanda felt between
her son and her home, and more broadly to the gendered and extralegal system
of forced rehabilitation. As such, this article explores this Pentecostal defence of
the home in Guatemala City, assessing not only the Christian impulse to domesti-
cate sinners but also the extent to which a cult of domesticity organises the outer
edges of Guatemala’s war on drugs. Central here is the argument that a superficially
maternal domesticity serves at least two functions in and around these Pentecostal
drug rehabilitation centres.3 The first is that it stands as a motivation for removing
drug users from the home and, once they are removed, for keeping them away. The
second is that this domesticity serves as an organising influence on these centres’
projects of rehabilitation, compelling women not only to pay for the capture and
captivity of their loved ones but also to volunteer their labour to support these cen-
tres. For the home is an important point of reference in Guatemala City for defin-
ing boundaries, and as homes change so do ideas about what and who can be inside
them. Throughout Central America, but especially in Guatemala City, women have
managed these boundaries while becoming agents of the state, providing the kinds
of services that a government focused on social welfare would offer its citizens. As
unpaid and unofficial representatives of their homes and these Pentecostal drug
rehabilitation centres, women police neighbourhoods, assess drug users and sen-
tence repeat offenders. And they do all of this for the greater glory of God. ‘The
devil wants to invade my home’, Fernanda insisted. ‘The devil wants to rob me

2Kevin Lewis O’Neill, Hunted: Predation and Pentecostalism in Guatemala (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 2019).

3The qualifier ‘superficially’ stresses that the domesticity of interest here is maternal in tone and practice
but encompasses a range of social actors, including wives, sisters and daughters.
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of my children.’ With a full 50 per cent of Guatemalans self-identifying as
Pentecostal Christian,4 a growing number of women defend their homes from
the devil by locking up their loved ones.5

One observable effect of this ideology is a vision of domesticity that stands in
constructive tension with today’s research on gender and drugs, and on gender
more broadly, in Latin America. Scholars and activists rightly cite the high rates
of sexual abuse, incarceration and gender-motivated homicides faced by women
in Latin America.6 Many have also observed how the extant research on drugs,
drug trafficking and drug-related violence obscures the role of Latin American
women in the drug trade.7 Some have attempted to correct for this oversight by
focusing on women’s experience, but nonetheless continue a much longer tradition
of depicting women as victims.8 The intervention that this article proposes is that

4Pew Forum, ‘Spirit and Power: A 10-Nation Survey of Pentecostals by the Pew Forum on Religion and
Public Life’, Pew Research Center, Oct. 2006, available at www.pewforum.org/2006/10/05/spirit-and-power/,
last access 1 June 2020; Virginia Garrard-Burnett, ‘A Discussion with Virginia Garrard-Burnett, Professor,
University of Texas’, Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs, 29 Sept. 2015, available at
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/interviews/a-discussion-with-virginia-garrard-burnett-professor-univer
sity-of-texas, last access 1 June 2020.

5The literature on this impulse is vast and long-standing – see, for example, Lora Romero, Home Fronts:
Domesticity and Its Critics in the Antebellum United States (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997);
Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790–1860 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985); Laura Wexler, ‘What a Woman Can Do with a Camera’, in Tender
Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of U.S. Imperialism (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 2000), pp. 15–51; Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the
Colonial Conquest (New York: Routledge, 1995); and most recently Susan Helen Ellison, Domesticating
Democracy: The Politics of Conflict Resolution in Bolivia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018).

6Some important work in this broad field includes Luciana Boiteux, ‘The Incarceration of Women for
Drug Offenses’, Colectivo de Estudios Drogas y Derecho (CEDD), Nov. 2015, available at www.drogasyde-
recho.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/luciana_i.pdf, last access 1 June 2020; and Corina Giacomello,
Género, drogas y prisión (Mexico City: Tirant lo Blanch, 2013); as well as Washington Office on Latin
America (WOLA), ‘Women, Drug Policies, and Incarceration: A Guide for Policy Reform in Latin
America and the Caribbean’ (Washington, DC: WOLA, 2015). For early and important work on femicide
in Guatemala, see also Victoria Sanford, Guatemala: Del genocidio al feminicidio (Guatemala City: F and G
Editores, 2008).

7An important point of reference is Shaylih Muehlmann’s ‘The Gender of the War on Drugs’, Annual
Review of Anthropology, 47 (Oct. 2018), pp. 315–30. Muehlmann rightly cites Tammy L. Anderson,
‘Dimensions of Women’s Power in the Illicit Drug Economy’, Theoretical Criminology, 9: 4 (2005),
pp. 371–400; Jade Boyd and Susan Boyd, ‘Women’s Activism in a Drug User Union in the Downtown
Eastside’, Contemporary Justice Review, 17: 3 (2014), pp. 313–25; Shaylih Muehlmann, ‘“Hasta la
Madre!”: Mexican Mothers Against “the War on Drugs”’, Social History of Alcohol and Drugs, 31: 1
(2017), pp. 85–106; Winifred Tate, Drugs, Thugs, and Diplomats: US Policymaking in Colombia (Palo
Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015); and Elaine Carey, Women Drug Traffickers: Mules, Bosses,
and Organized Crime (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2014).

8A recent burst of scholarship, for example, focuses on maternal drug use, especially crack cocaine, in
ways that depict women as not only victims but also failed parents. A critical engagement with this research
includes the work of Nancy D. Campbell, ‘The Construction of Pregnant Drug-Using Women as Criminal
Perpetrators’, Fordham Urban Law Journal, 33: 2 (2006), pp. 463–85; Lisa Maher, Sexed Work: Gender,
Race and Resistance in a Brooklyn Drug Market (New York: Clarendon, 1997); Molly Moloney, Geoffrey
Hunt and Karen Joe-Laidler, ‘Drug Sales, Gender, and Risk: Notions of Risk from the Perspective of
Gang-Involved Young Adults’, Substance Use and Misuse, 50: 6 (2015), pp. 721–32. For work on drugs
in Latin America, see Organization of American States (OAS), ‘El problema de las drogas en las
Américas’ (Washington, DC: OAS, 2013). See also United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
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research on the politics of domesticity in Latin America provides an alternative
framework for considering the governance of bodies, desires and communities.
Happily, the extant research on maternalism in Latin America is already exceed-
ingly robust, with the literature on the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo providing its
own centre of gravity, but opportunities exist to complement the insights of this
work with scholarship on domesticity elsewhere in the Americas, namely New
England.9 This study of drug rehabilitation centres, the devil and domesticity in
Guatemala City presents a slightly different story from what has been addressed
in the literature, one that does not disaggregate the actions of men from women
but rather considers the formation of a maternal domesticity (understood here as
mobile, shifting and political). Of interest is how this cultural construct produces
boundaries – between what belongs in the home and what must be excised from
it – and how those boundaries function to justify different forms of control over
different populations. On the one hand, the framework of maternal domesticity
functions to justify the captivity of male drug users as a group of people who are
constructed as a risk to the domestic sphere. And on the other hand, the same
framework that nominally protects the female relatives of drug users from the
domestic risks these men pose also justifies a form of control over those same
women, whose money and unpaid labour are enlisted by drug rehabilitation centres
in order to keep them economically viable. To which this article ultimately asks: how
has Pentecostalism elected women as sovereign agents of Christian righteousness?
And to what effect have these women found themselves on the front lines of not
just the war on drugs but also a battle against the devil – which in this case
means a battle against drug use and the social and familial disruption it brings about.

Guatemala
These centres appear across Guatemala City but they are not unique to Central
America. Versions of them operate throughout South-East Asia, the former

(UNODC), ‘Delincuencia organizada transnacional en Centroamérica y en el Caribe. Una evaluación de
amenazas (Vienna: UNODC, 2011); Paul Gootenberg, Andean Cocaine: The Making of a Global Drug
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); and Amanda Feilding and Corina
Giacomello, ‘Illicit Drugs Markets and Dimensions of Violence in Guatemala’, Beckley Foundation, May
2013, available at www.beckleyfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Illicit-Drugs-Markets-Report-
20-December-2013.pdf, last access 1 June 2020. See also Edgar Gutiérrez, ‘Guatemala: Hábitat del
narcotráfico’, Revista Análisis de la Realidad Nacional, 2: 5 (2013), pp. 184–205.

9Taking the literature on the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo as one point of reference, a sample of these
studies would include Pedro Orgambide, Cantares de las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo (Mexico City:
Editorial Tierra del Fuego, 1983); Marguerite Guzmán Bouvard, Revolutionizing Motherhood: The
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo (Lanham, MD: SR, 1994); Rita Arditti, Searching for Life: The
Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo and the Disappeared Children of Argentina (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1999); Christian Gundermann, Actos melancólicos: Formas de resistencia
en la posdictadura Argentina (Rosario: Beatriz Viterbo Editora, 2007); Michelle Bonner, Sustaining
Human Rights: Women and Argentine Human Rights Organisations (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2007); Linda B. Hall, Mary, Mother and Warrior: The Virgin in Spain and the
Americas (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2004); Alison Brysk, The Politics of Human Rights in
Argentina: Protest, Change, and Democratization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994);
Fernando Calderón, Movimientos sociales y política: La década ochenta en Latinoamérica (Mexico City:
Siglo Veintiuno, 1995).
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Soviet Union and much of the Americas – in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Peru, Ecuador
and Brazil, for example. Some even exist in Philadelphia, and most of them rely on
a strident vision of salvation.10 To understand their crusade, at least in Guatemala,
means considering four post-war developments. Together they set the conditions
for a countrywide commitment to captivity. The first development is urban vio-
lence. Over the last 15 years, the rise of transnational gangs has made Guatemala
City one of the most dangerous places on earth. At one point, fewer civilians
were killed in the war zone of Iraq than shot, stabbed or beaten to death in
Guatemala City.11 The average criminal trial also lasted more than four years
while less than 2 per cent of homicides resulted in a conviction.12 This includes vio-
lence against women. In 2008, amid an unprecedented wave of violence against
women, the Guatemalan Congress passed Decree 22-2008. This is the ‘Law against
Femicide and other Forms of Violence against Women’.13 The intervention
strengthened existing government entities, created a specialised court scheme to
prosecute gender-motivated crimes and criminalised several acts of violence against
women.

The second development is drugs – or, to be more specific, hundreds of tons of
Andean cocaine.14 The short story is that cocaine corridors once connected

10There is an expanding social-scientific literature on compulsory drug rehabilitation centres in Latin
America. See Helena Hansen, ‘The “New Masculinity”: Addiction Treatment as a Reconstruction of
Gender in Puerto Rican Evangelist Street Ministries’, Social Science and Medicine, 74: 11 (2012),
pp. 1721–8; Annie Kathryn Wilkinson, ‘Sin sanidad, no hay santidad’: Las prácticas reparativas en
Ecuador (Quito: FLACSO, 2013); Angela García, ‘Serenity: Violence, Inequality, and Recovery on the
Edge of Mexico City’, Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 29: 4 (2015), pp. 455–72; Kevin Lewis O’Neill,
‘On Hunting’, Critical Inquiry, 43: 3 (2017), pp. 697–718; Ana Isabel Jácome Rosenfeld, Spontaneous
Demand: Addiction Treatment amidst the Citizen Revolution (Quito: FLACSO, 2018); as well as Brian
Goldstone, ‘A Prayer’s Chance: The Scandal of Mental Health in West Africa’, Harper’s Magazine,
4 Oct. 2017, available at https://harpers.org/archive/2017/05/a-prayers-chance, last access 1 June 2020;
Richard Elovich and Ernest Drucker, ‘On Drug Treatment and Social Control: Russian Narcology’s
Great Leap Backwards’, Harm Reduction Journal, 5: 23 (2008), online only, available at https://doi.org/
10.1186/1477-7517-5-23, last access 1 June 2020; Daniel Wolfe and Roxanne Saucier, ‘In Rehabilitation’s
Name? Ending Institutionalized Cruelty and Degrading Treatment of People who Use Drugs’,
International Journal of Drug Policy, 21: 3 (2010), pp. 145–8; ‘“They Treat Us Like Animals”:
Mistreatment of Drug Users and “Undesirables” in Cambodia’s Drug Detention Centers’, Human Rights
Watch (HRW), Dec. 2013, available at www.hrw.org/report/2013/12/08/they-treat-us-animals/mistreat-
ment-drug-users-and-undesirables-cambodias-drug, last access 1 June 2020.

11David Grann, ‘A Murder Foretold’, New Yorker, 4 April 2011, p. 42.
12Maya Wilson, Guatemala: Crime Capital of Central America (Washington, DC: Council on

Hemispheric Affairs, 2009).
13See Jill Radford and Diane E. H. Russell (eds.), Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing (New York:

Twayne, 1992); Victoria Sanford, ‘From Genocide to Feminicide: Impunity and Human Rights in
Twenty-First Century Guatemala’, Journal of Human Rights, 7: 2 (2008), pp. 104–22; ‘Guatemala: No
Protection, No Justice: Killings of Women (an Update)’, Amnesty International, July 2006, available at
www.amnestyusa.org/reports/guatemala-no-protection-no-justice-killings-of-women-an-update, last access
1 June 2020; David Carey Jr. and M. Gabriela Torres, ‘Precursors to Femicide: Guatemalan Women in a
Vortex of Violence’, Latin American Research Review, 45: 3 (2010), pp. 142–64; Paula Godoy-Paiz,
‘Women in Guatemala’s Metropolitan Area: Violence, Law, and Social Justice’, Studies in Social Justice,
2: 1 (2008), pp. 27–47; Julie A. Hastings, ‘Silencing State-Sponsored Rape: In and Beyond a
Transnational Guatemalan Community’, Violence Against Women, 8: 10 (2002), pp. 1153–81.

14Feilding and Giacomello, ‘Illicit Drugs Markets’.
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Medellín to Miami and Cali to Northern Mexico – all by way of the Caribbean. The
United States responded with hugely militarised anti-drug policies, with its navy
and coastguard patrols ultimately prompting traffickers to shift their transport
operations from sea to land and making Central America their principal transit
route.15 Today, planes, boats and submarines ferry cocaine along the Pacific
coast to northern Guatemala. There, beyond the reach of US interdiction efforts,
traffickers prepare their product for its eventual trip north, and they do so at a
growing pace. Today some 80 per cent of Andean cocaine headed for the United
States touches Guatemalan soil,16 with the movement of this material coming
with considerable logistics. Traffickers need equipment, labour and infrastructure,
but they pay for none of them in cash. Instead, they pay with cocaine, which
holds very little value in Guatemala.17 There are not enough Guatemalans who
can afford the drug. To monetise this material, to turn cocaine into cash, laborator-
ies mix the drug with baking soda to make crack cocaine. Now sold throughout
Guatemala City, crack cocaine is a far more affordable and far more addictive ver-
sion of powder cocaine.

The third development is an extreme lack of social services. As a part of eco-
nomic restructuring – which has included the privatisation of state enterprises,
the liberalisation of trade and the relaxation of government regulation – less than
2 per cent of Guatemala’s total health budget addresses issues of mental health,
with its hospitals flatly denying medical service to those patients seeking support.18

Neither has the Roman Catholic Church prioritised drug use as a charitable con-
cern. The Church runs a detoxification centre in Guatemala City for alcoholics.
Expensive even by middle-class standards, the centre has six beds. Pentecostal
drug rehabilitation centres, when taken in the aggregate, have 6,000 beds. This rad-
ical disparity in beds mirrors equally disproportionate rates of conversion. Once
overwhelmingly Roman Catholic, Guatemala is today as much as 60 per cent
Pentecostal and Charismatic Christian. This shift in religious affiliation is the fourth
development, with a growing number of believers viscerally hitched to an apocalyp-
tic theology.19 Pastors draw on their Pentecostalism to subject sinners to something
called teoterapia, or theological therapy. Its most basic assumption is that captivity
will give way to conversion. It rarely does. Yet this bald fact has done nothing to
slow the growth of Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres because these centres

15Gootenberg, Andean Cocaine.
16UNODC, ‘Transnational Organized Crime in Central America and the Caribbean: A Threat

Assessment’, UNODC, Sept. 2012, available at www.unodc.org/toc/en/reports/TOCTACentralAmerica-
Caribbean.html, last access 1 June 2020.

17Feilding and Giacomello, ‘Illicit Drugs Markets’.
18In Guatemala, drug use is considered a matter of mental health. See Anthony Fontes, Kevin Lewis

O’Neill and Corina Giacomello, ‘El Impacto de las políticas de drogas en las cárceles de Guatemala’,
Open Society Foundations and the Social Science Research Council, in cooperation with the Guatemalan
Presidential Drug Policy Commission (June 2015).

19Important points of reference for the emergence of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in Latin
America and beyond include Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the
Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-First Century (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1995); Donald E. Miller,
Reinventing American Protestantism: Christianity in the Millennium (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1997); and Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002).
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provide a practical solution to a concrete problem. The net result is a shadow car-
ceral system infused with assumptions not just about sin and salvation but also
about who can be held captive, and why. Today more Guatemalans find themselves
tied up in Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres than locked up in maximum-
security prisons.20

A broadly shared sense of certainty supports the activities of these centres. The
police condone these centres, families pay for the service and centres profit from it,
both financially and spiritually. The only open questions are about time: when
should a family have their loved one hunted? And for how long should a drug
user sit inside a centre? Of interest to this article is that it is women who tend to
answer these questions, and they do so based on the perceived symptoms of
drug use. These symptoms can include violence and theft but also more subtle
signs of disquietude: unkempt rooms, brooding attitudes and tense atmospheres.21

Any of these affects can trigger a hunt, for the decision to commit a loved one to a
Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centre often takes place amid a milieu in which the
home serves as a moral metric for the soul. Javier’s most critical misstep, in fact,
was not stealing from Fernanda so much as stealing from her home. And, truth
be told, Fernanda did not have Javier hunted because he ruined his life but because
he ruined her home. ‘I have to protect my home from the devil’, Fernanda told me
as we sat in her kitchen: ‘My duty is to defend my home.’

Domesticity
A Christian commitment to the home has at least some of its roots in nineteenth-
century New England, but this ideology circulated throughout Latin America
because of Christian missionaries.22 As the United States doubled its national

20Kevin Lewis O’Neill, ‘Compulsory Rehabilitation Centers in Guatemala’, Committee Against Torture,
Organization of American States, Special Rapporteur on Torture (New York: OAS, 2013). Guatemala’s
prison population is roughly 18,000 inmates (see Roy Walmsley, ‘World Prison Population List (Tenth
Edition)’, International Centre for Prison Studies, 2013, available at www.apcca.org/uploads/
10th_Edition_2013.pdf, last access 2 June 2020). This number includes pretrial detainees and remand pris-
oners; see Centro de Investigaciones Económicas Nacionales (CIEN), ‘El sistema penitenciario guatemal-
teco: Un diagnóstico’ (Guatemala City: CIEN, 2011). The Guatemalan prison system holds 1,500 of
these prisoners in maximum-security facilities while 200 Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres in and
around Guatemala City hold approximately 6,000 people.

21The literature on masculinity in Latin America is insightful. See, for example, Matthew C. Gutmann,
The Meaning of Macho: Being a Man in Mexico City (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996);
and Roger N. Lancaster, Life Is Hard: Machismo, Danger, and the Intimacy of Power in Nicaragua (Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, 1992).

22A wealth of literature on domesticity in New England provides a comparative perspective on the Latin
American context. This includes Barbara Welter, ‘The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820–1860’, American
Quarterly, 18: 1 (1966), pp. 151–74; Nancy F. Cott, Bonds of Womanhood: ‘Woman’s Sphere’ in New
England, 1780–1835 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1977); Wendy Kozol, Life’s America:
Family and Nation in Postwar Photojournalism (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1994);
Elizabeth Pleck, Domestic Tyranny: The Making of American Social Policy against Family Violence from
Colonial Times to the Present (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); Martha Vicinus, ‘“Helpless
and Unfriended”: Nineteenth-Century Domestic Melodrama’, New Literary History, 13: 1 (1981),
pp. 127–43; Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987); Suzanne Clark, Sentimental Modernism, Women Writers, and the
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territory and US churches radically expanded their global reach, the likes of
Catharine Beecher (1800–78) and her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–96)
wrote Protestant manifestos about the home that found an international,
Church-centred audience. These books include A Treatise on Domestic Economy
(1848) and The American Woman’s Home (1869).23 Both books link women’s
work inside the home to an expanding vision of Christian empire, with nothing
too inconsequential to contribute to the mission. The Beechers wrote chapters
on US diet and hygiene, on cleanliness and clothing, on washing and sewing.
‘Children should be taught to take proper care of their nails’, Catharine Beecher
writes; ‘Long and dirty nails have a disagreeable appearance.’24 The two sisters
even wrote about the proper tone with which to discipline children: ‘A woman
can resolve, that, whatever happens, she will not speak, till she can do it in a
calm and gentle manner.’25 All of it advanced Protestantism’s great moral enter-
prise to save not just souls but also nations, with what Amy Kaplan has called
‘manifest domesticity’ – that is, those moments in the antebellum United States
when the regulation of the home facilitated (at least in Christian spirit) the defence
of the nation.26 ‘The family state’, the Beechers write, ‘is the aptest earthly illustra-
tion of the heavenly kingdom. [The mother] is to rear all under her care to lay up
treasures, not on earth, but in heaven.’27

US missionaries pressed this ‘manifest domesticity’ onto Latin America, calling
on the masses to prepare for Christ’s Second Coming.28 The campaigns included
direct evangelisation: door-to-door pamphleting as well as so-called ‘progressive’
interventions that involved literacy programmes, dental hygiene workshops and
emphasis on physical comportment. These were all missionary impositions from
the United States that Protestants sought to thrust upon different Latin
American countries, but it is important to flag the fact that sometimes the sup-
posedly lost asked to be found. This was the story of Guatemala. While the
Guatemalan government restructured its economy towards the cultivation of coffee
in the late nineteenth century, with notions of order and progress guiding efforts at
liberal reform, the president and Congress implemented anticlerical programmes
that seized church property, expelled foreign clergy and abolished religious
orders.29 To further undercut the power and authority of the Roman Catholic

Revolution of the Word (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1991); and Monica Cohen, Professional
Domesticity in the Victorian Novel: Women, Work, and Home (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998).

23Catharine Esther Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy, for the Use of Young Ladies at Home, and
at School, revised edition (New York: Harper, 1848); Catharine Esther Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe,
The American Woman’s Home, or, Principles of Domestic Science: Being a Guide to the Formation and
Maintenance of Economical, Healthful, Beautiful, and Christian Homes (New York: J. B. Ford, 1869).

24Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy, p. 122.
25Ibid., p. 152.
26See Amy Kaplan, ‘Manifest Domesticity’, American Literature, 70: 3 (1998), pp. 581–606.
27Catharine Esther Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, Principles of Domestic Science: As Applied to the

Duties and Pleasures of Home. A Text-Book for the Use of Young Ladies in Schools, Seminaries, and Colleges
(New York: J. B. Ford, 1870), p. 19.

28Kaplan, ‘Manifest Domesticity’.
29Bonar L. Hernández Sandoval, Guatemala’s Catholic Revolution: A History of Religious and Social

Reform, 1920–1968 (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018).
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Church, which liberal reformers understood to be a barrier to progress, Guatemala’s
president travelled to New England in 1882 to recruit Protestant ministers.30 He
wanted these men of faith to ‘civilise’ his country by advancing a Protestantism
that would instil enough literacy to read the Bible as well as a much-touted work
ethic. Reverend Edward Haymaker, a graduate of the Yale Divinity School, eventu-
ally moved to Guatemala in 1887. ‘When the people of Guatemala begin to develop
along modern lines’, Haymaker wrote, ‘when they learn sanitation, motherhood,
education, thrift, Guatemala will be one of the greatest little countries in the
world’.31 For Haymaker and the Beechers, civilisation started inside the home –
with cleanliness and hygiene but also with an appreciation for the proper tone
with which to discipline a child.

Historical and ethnographic work on women in Guatemala provides some con-
text as to why, more than a century later, Fernanda’s pastor preached in the domes-
tic spirit of Haymaker and the Beechers. Martha Few’s scholarship on women
sorcerers and spellcasters in Santiago de Guatemala, the capital of colonial
Central America, demonstrates long-standing assumptions about the supposedly
proper place of women in Guatemalan society and especially the kind of ritual
labour that goes into defending the home. Few describes the work of one spell-
caster: ‘The area under the door to the street was an important gateway linking
the public world to the internal, domestic world, and so it was a logical place to
establish a ritual barrier to protect the home and those inside from evil.’32 The
advent of Protestant Christianity only intensified this imperative to both define
and defend the home, as one sees not just in a generation of historical work
about women in Central America but also in an important surge in reports on vio-
lence against women in Guatemala.33 Throughout the literature, there is consistent
evidence regarding the policing of boundaries that divide the private from the pub-
lic, the female from the male, and the home from the streets. From the works of
Santiago Bastos and Manuela Camus on Indigenous women in Guatemala City
to the historical origins of women’s political lives in Guatemala City, as detailed
in the works of Ana Lorena Carrillo, Susan Berger, Anna Leticia Aguilar and

30Virginia Garrard-Burnett, Protestantism in Guatemala: Living in the New Jerusalem (Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press, 1998).

31Garrard-Burnett, Protestantism in Guatemala, p. 129.
32Martha Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives: Gender, Religion, and the Politics of Power in Colonial

Guatemala, 1650–1750 (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2002), p. 85.
33Cindy Forster, ‘Violent and Violated Women: Justice and Gender in Rural Guatemala, 1936–1956’,

Journal of Women’s History, 11: 3 (1999), pp. 55–76; Paula Godoy-Paiz, ‘Not Just “Another Woman”:
Femicide and Representation in Guatemala’, Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology, 17: 1
(2012), pp. 88–109; Linda Green, Fear as a Way of Life: Mayan Widows in Rural Guatemala (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1999); Cecilia Menjívar, Enduring Violence: Ladina Women’s Lives in
Guatemala (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011); Karen Musalo and Blaine Bookey, ‘Crimes
Without Punishment: An Update on Violence against Women and Impunity in Guatemala’, Social Justice,
40: 4 (2014), pp. 106–117; Julie Suarez and Marty Jordan, ‘Three Thousand and Counting: A Report on
Violence Against Women in Guatemala’, Guatemalan Human Rights Commission, Sept. 2007, available at
www.ghrc-usa.org/Programs/ForWomensRighttoLive/ThreethousandandCounting,AReportonViolenceAgain
stWomeninGuatemala.pdf, last access 2 June 2020; Natalie Jo Velasco, ‘Guatemalan Femicide: An Epidemic
of Impunity’, Law and Business Review of the Americas, 14: 2 (2008), pp. 397–423.
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Sonia Álvarez, there exists an agreed-upon history that women in Guatemala must
defend the home as well as themselves inside the home.34

Fernanda’s own pastor often drew on these deep assumptions for ministerial
gain, and he could do so because a wave of Christian conversions throughout
the region has only strengthened ecclesiastical connections between Guatemala
and the United States. Guatemala’s transformation into a Pentecostal nation, in
fact, famously began with an act of God: At 3.03 a.m. on 4 February 1976, an
earthquake measuring 7.5 on the Richter scale rocked the country. As residents
braced themselves for aftershocks, Protestant aid agencies from the United
States provided much-appreciated relief in the short term, while in the long
term they ‘saturated [Guatemala] with Scripture’.35 But rather than the progressive
themes of literacy and hygiene, newer Pentecostal denominations exuded an anx-
iety over sin and the devil. Protestants from the United States still very much
wanted to save Guatemala for the greater glory of God, but these missionaries
no longer focused on reading and brushing one’s teeth so much as on expunging
sin in defence of the family. Whereas Haymaker and the Beechers connected the
home to the nation vis-à-vis Protestant Christianity in the late nineteenth century,
Pentecostal Christianity has associated this language of domesticity with the devil
himself.36

With second-hand speakers framing a makeshift pulpit, Fernanda’s pastor con-
firmed that the devil wants to rob Christians of their homes. ‘Do you have the
power to deny the devil?’ the pastor asked his congregation. Families sat in folding
chairs as a gentle breeze passed through the church. ‘Your kids, your livelihood,
everything you have stood for – you can sell it out to the devil. Because [as a sinner]
you have no power. You have no spiritual authority. You have nothing.’ The pastor
then described the devil as knocking on the front door, literally banging at the
gates. ‘Can you hear [the devil]? He is fighting his way into your home!’ Sin
began to sound like an extended home invasion, with the pastor quickly pushing
his logic to its most graphic conclusion. He announced: ‘The devil can come
into your home and rape it (violarlo) and take everything you have.’ The pastor
screamed that last part.

34Santiago Bastos, Poderes y quereres: Historias de género y familia en los sectores populares de la Ciudad
de Guatemala (Guatemala City: FLACSO, 2000); Manuela Camus, Ser indígena en Ciudad de Guatemala
(Guatemala City: FLACSO, 2002); Susan A. Berger, Guatemaltecas: The Women’s Movement 1986–2003
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2006); Ana Leticia Aguilar, El movimiento feminista y el enfoque
de género en las instituciones nacionales e internacionales: Balances y desafíos (Guatemala City: FLACSO,
2001); Sonia E. Álvarez, ‘El boom de organizaciones feministas no gubernamentales en América Latina’,
in Silke Helfrich (ed.), Género, feminismo y masculinidad en América Latina (San Salvador: Fundación
Heinrich Böll, 2001), pp. 51–80; Ana Lorena Carrillo, Luchas de las guatemaltecas de siglo XX: Mirada
al trabajo y la participación política de las mujeres (Antigua, Guatemala: Ediciones del Pensativo, 2004).

35Garrard-Burnett, Protestantism in Guatemala, p. 121.
36It is important to stress that while Amy Kaplan talks about how domesticity functions to create bound-

aries between the domestic and the foreign that serve to bolster expansionist nationalism, this ethnography
engages the ways in which domesticity functions to create boundaries between the domestic and the foreign
that serve to justify the Pentecostal idea of the drug user as a wild and sinful figure who must be strictly
controlled and held captive. Domesticity serves not the manifest-destiny ideology but a Pentecostal vision
of captivity as the path to salvation. See Kaplan, ‘Manifest Domesticity’, pp. 581–606.
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Wild
Fernanda also screamed a lot. ‘Javier makes me so angry’, she once told me, ‘and so
I yell at him. I scream at him. I say such horrible things.’ Her outbursts usually took
place at the lip of Javier’s bedroom, which Fernanda once described to me as a
‘crime scene’ (escena del crimen). Stripped bare of anything valuable, the bedroom
always seemed to be tumbling into deeper states of disorder. There were the obvious
signs of disregard, such as piles of dust and dirt, but Fernanda fretted far more
openly about the half-smoked joints that Javier kept by his bed and the centrefolds
of topless women that he salvaged from the daily newspapers. They littered the
room just as Javier lazed about the house. He did not work or even look for
work. Instead, Javier brooded about the house, occasionally stepping outside to
get high. In the end, it was not surprising that Fernanda’s descriptions of Javier’s
physical and moral states began to blend into one another, with her announcing
that his room and his soul were both dirty (sucio).

Mary Douglas once noted that where there is dirt, there is a system.37 Since at
least the days of Haymaker, the home has been one of Guatemala’s most important
social systems for distinguishing dirt from earth.38 In fact, only a generation after
Haymaker’s ministry, the Guatemalan government staged a series of national
fairs in Guatemala City, with its most popular exhibits displaying the homes of
Indigenous communities.39 Staged in the tradition of human zoos, or ethnological
expositions, these were full recreations with houses built from scratch and villages
populated by Maya from various highland communities.40 Asked to perform their
domestic duties for an audience of US, German and Guatemalan tourists, these
Indigenous men, women and children wove textiles, made bars of soap and played
music amid a decidedly non-Indigenous city. The government wanted these fairs to
stimulate international tourism, but their exhibits also had the added benefit of for-
ging a national identity by establishing an isomorphic relationship between home
and nation.41 By staging Indigenous houses as tourist spectacles, these national
fairs actively monitored the borders between civilisation and savagery by conceding
(and thus controlling) Guatemala’s untamed elements. Presenting something of a
photographic negative of the homes to which a liberal, Protestant citizen should
aspire every day, these exhibits announced for all to see that domesticity has
never been ‘a static condition’ so much as an active ‘process of domestication’.42

A parallel process of urbanisation also took place in Guatemala City during the
mid-twentieth century, with new modes of construction attempting to guide the
country’s emerging middle class towards reportedly modern styles of living

37Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (New York:
Routledge, 1966).

38Phyllis Palmer, Domesticity and Dirt: Housewives and Domestic Servants in the United States, 1920–
1945 (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1989).

39Walter Little, ‘Home as a Place of Exhibition and Performance: Mayan Household Transformations in
Guatemala’, Ethnology, 39: 2 (2000), pp. 163–81.

40Pascal Blanchard, Gilles Boëtsch and Nanette Jacomijn Snoep, Human Zoos: The Invention of the
Savage (Paris: Éditions Quai Branly, 2012).

41June Nash and María Patricia Fernández-Kelly (eds.), Women, Men, and the International Division of
Labor (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1983).

42Kaplan, ‘Manifest Domesticity’, p. 582.
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routinely found in the United States.43 These included single-family homes for gov-
ernment bureaucrats and multilevel apartment buildings designed for nuclear fam-
ilies. Each emphasised an orderly aesthetic that neatly divided the basic functions of
home life. Architects and designers separated bedrooms from the living room as
well as the kitchen from the dining room. These interventions actively reordered
everyday life in Guatemala City with a new mode of domesticity, one in which
new systems of order set the conditions for new kinds of dirt. Douglas observes,
‘If we can abstract pathogenicity and hygiene from our notion of dirt, we are left
with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place.’44 These emerging structures
of domesticity made the act of eating in bedrooms dirty and sleeping in living
rooms lazy. All of which contributed to the idea of domesticity that defined
Fernanda’s opinion of Javier, for all of it easily folds into Pentecostal theologies
of demonic possession.

Fernanda’s pastor preached that mothers should tame the wild. ‘I am here to tell
you that Satan is out to get your family’, he preached, not long before Fernanda had
Javier hunted. ‘The devil wants to destroy your marriage. He wants to destroy your
home. There is a demonic invasion beyond anything you can imagine.’ The mes-
sage struck a chord with Fernanda, but she was not alone. Almost everyone inside
the church seemed sensitive to the idea that the devil lay in wait for each and every
one of them. ‘There are homes that are devil-proof’, the pastor conceded, ‘and I
thank God for these devil-proof homes. The father prays. The mother prays. The
children are in divine order. And the home is in divine order.’ But the threat
remains, he insisted. ‘The devil throws everything he has at these homes, but
they survive. The devil can’t touch these homes because there are walls up around
these homes.’ The pastor then made his main point. ‘There are two kinds of homes
in Guatemala’, he said. ‘There are walled homes and there are un-walled homes.’

Fernanda already knew that the devil had breached the walls of her home – so
much so that she often felt like a visitor gazing upon Javier’s room. Fernanda found
herself getting increasingly angry. ‘I looked at my son’s room, and I looked around
my home, and I just started to cry’, she told me. Fernanda was visibly upset. ‘And I
was just trying to make adjustments. I was telling myself that it wasn’t so bad. But I
was running from [Javier]. I was scared to confront Javier.’ Fernanda mentioned an
episode with her mobile phone. ‘I would hide my mobile phone from him because
[otherwise] he would steal it.’ This became something of a cat-and-mouse game,
which Fernanda eventually lost. ‘And when he eventually found [the mobile
phone and sold it] I blamed myself for having left [the phone] on the kitchen
table.’ It was at that point that Fernanda called her pastor. ‘I needed to defend

43For the development of Guatemala City, see Asociación para el Avance de las Ciencias Sociales
(AVANCSO), El proceso de crecimiento metropolitano de la Ciudad de Guatemala (Guatemala City:
AVANCSO, 2003); Bastos, Poderes y quereres; Gisela Gellert, Ciudad de Guatemala: Factores determinantes
en su desarrollo urbano (desde la fundación hasta la actualidad) (Guatemala City: FLACSO, 1995); Gisela
Gellert and Silvia Irene Palma C., Precariedad urbana, desarrollo comunitario y mujeres en el área metro-
politana de Guatemala, Debate 46 (Guatemala City: FLACSO, 1999); Gisela Gellert and J. C. Pinto Soria,
Ciudad de Guatemala: Dos estudios sobre su evolución urbana (1524–1950) (Guatemala City: Universidad
de San Carlos, 1990); Rene Arturo Orellana, Guatemala: Migraciones internas de población 1950–1973
(Guatemala City: Universidad de San Carlos, 1978).

44Douglas, Purity and Danger, p. 66.
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my home from the devil. I needed to win [my home] back.’ This meant having
Javier hunted.

Fernanda’s pastor recommended a Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centre on the
other side of the city. Housed inside an abandoned shoe factory, the centre held 30
to 40 captives at a time. Camilo, the director, was a young man in his early 30s. A
former drug user and self-professed pastor, he had an evangelist’s zeal for hunting.
‘I bring sinners to Christ’, Camilo told me. ‘I bring them home [al hogar].’ But
these homecomings often meant pulling users from their beds with well-timed vis-
its from a few of his men. In Javier’s case, the hunt happened in the middle of the
day. Camilo and his men waited in front of the house, just outside the front door,
while Javier lay in bed. Fernanda called out to her son, asking him to help her with
a chore. She said that she needed him to carry a package to her neighbour’s house,
but Javier declined by calling out an almost inaudible excuse. He would do it later,
he said. Fernanda then insisted, but Javier waved her away one more time. This time
he raised his voice in frustration at this mother. Eventually, after some coaxing,
Javier reluctantly got out of bed, stepped through the front door and fell into the
arms of Camilo’s hunting party (grupo de cacería). There was a struggle, and
Javier did his best to escape. He even separated from the men for a moment, but
Javier proved too slow to make much use of his near escape. Instead, Camilo’s
men moved him from the front of his home to the back of their car within
moments. The men then drove Javier to the centre while Fernanda paid Camilo
the equivalent of US$50 for the hunt.

Work
Fernanda would pay Camilo several more times over the next few months.
Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centres are for-profit enterprises. With some 200
centres operating in or around the capital city, directors compete for souls amid
an ever-expanding marketplace of options. And while every centre offers more
or less the same service, they do so at different price points. Camilo positioned
his centre near the bottom of the market, with most of his clients coming from
the city’s working poor. These included Guatemalans who drove taxis, worked in
retail for family businesses and hawked goods at local markets. Focusing on such
a class of Guatemalans meant a growing customer base, but it also meant that it
was difficult for Camilo to set a standard price for his services. Few could consist-
ently pay a set price. Instead, he often had to negotiate with the wives, sisters and
daughters of these drug users to determine how much they could pay. ‘But you can
tell what a family can offer’, Camilo once told me as we sat in his office.
Inspirational posters hung on the wall. One compared the rehabilitation of a
drug user to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. ‘You look at the way [the family]
dresses, and the way they [all] act. I also get to see inside their homes [because
of the hunt].’ Higher payments meant higher profits for Camilo, and so he often
pushed families to their limits. ‘I think of a price that the family can pay’,
Camilo said, ‘and then I usually double it’. In Fernanda’s case, after she insisted
that she could only pay the equivalent of US$50 a month, Camilo set the price
of Javier’s captivity at the equivalent of US$100 a month. ‘She can find [the
money]’, he told me.
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It was not obvious (at least to me) where Fernanda might find this money.
Fernanda is the single mother of two adult children. Javier, the youngest, had
been stealing from her for years while Fernanda’s daughter worked in the United
States. She sent Fernanda the occasional remittance, but these gifts were so infre-
quent that Fernanda never planned on them. Instead Fernanda often used the
money to buy appliances, such as a convection oven, a DVD player and a television.
However, to Fernanda’s frustration, Javier ended up stealing and selling all of these
items to support his drug habit. Eventually, instead of purchasing a new microwave,
Fernanda used the money from her daughter to have Javier hunted. Otherwise, to
make ends meet, Fernanda sold cleaning supplies at the local market. She cut vats
of concentrate with water, and then bottled the liquids in plastic containers that she
salvaged from the streets. The hustle allowed Fernanda to maintain a house that she
had inherited from her parents. It was a simple structure that once sat just outside
of Guatemala City, but the capital had grown so quickly over the last two decades
that the home now rested comfortably inside one of the city’s suburbs. With this
sprawl came a reliable set of clients. They included two dozen families and a hand-
ful of hotels. Fernanda had met all of them at church, with each client appreciating
her work ethic and reliability, but none of them (no matter the reason) would have
paid a higher price for cleaning supplies.

In search of an extra US$100 a month, Fernanda called in favours with two of
her clients. They needed help maintaining their hotels, and together they offered
Fernanda a little more than 40 hours of work every month. It was domestic labour.
Fernanda washed sheets, mopped floors and made beds. On occasion, she also
cooked food for the owners and ironed their clothes. Her duties suffered from a
slight definition creep, with her responsibilities at the hotel slowly expanding to
include personal labour for the hotel owners. But none of this work was remark-
able. Women across the capital support their families with domestic jobs that
they often piece together in ad hoc ways. Five hours here. Three hours there.
There is even something akin to vertical integration when it comes to domestic
labour in Guatemala City, with most domestic workers hiring their own domestic
workers to care for their homes while they work in other homes.45 The presump-
tion of this second shift, in fact, seemed to motivate Camilo’s sense that Fernanda
could indeed find that extra money. I asked Camilo why he thought Fernanda could
pay the equivalent of US$100 a month for Javier’s captivity when she had insisted
that US$50 was all that she could manage. ‘She’s not even working in someone’s
home’, he told me.

As Fernanda’s domestic labour underwrote the pastor’s efforts at domestic
security, this second shift soon gave way to a third, with Fernanda effectively volun-
teering her time inside Camilo’s centre. For the cult of domesticity justifies the

45Laurel Bossen, ‘Wives and Servants: Women in Middle-Class Households, Guatemala City’, in George
Gmelch and Walter P. Zenner (eds.), Urban Life: Readings in Urban Anthropology (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1980), pp. 190–200. For a comparative approach to domestic labour, see Cohen, Professional
Domesticity in the Victorian Novel; John D. French and Daniel James (eds.), The Gendered World of
Latin American Women Workers (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1977); Nash and
Fernández-Kelly, Women, Men, and the International Division of Labor; and Karen Tranberg Hansen,
Distant Companions: Servants and Employers in Zambia, 1900–1985 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1989).
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captivity of young men, but also functions to compel labour from their female rela-
tives. In fact, Camilo did not pay Fernanda or even ask Fernanda to contribute to
the centre, but Fernanda ended up visiting Javier three to four days a week.
Regardless of the traffic or the rain, Fernanda brought Javier fresh food, clean
clothes, toilet paper, bars of soap and toothpaste. She also brought Javier new razors
to shave himself and a small brush to clean under his fingernails.46 All of this
labour amounted to Fernanda’s own update to the Beechers’ Treatise on
Domestic Economy. ‘When children wash, in the morning’, Catharine Beecher
writes, ‘they should be supplied with an instrument to clean the nails, and be
required to use it’.47 Fernanda also handed Javier small books during her visits.
These tracts told tales of tremendous personal transformations, of people brought
to the very brink of damnation and then pulled back by the love of Christ. One
story featured a young man, not unlike Javier, literally wrestling with the devil
for his soul. The heroic, deeply masculine Christian tract tried to depict a moral
drama as an actual fist fight, with the grace of God always emerging victorious.
It was a storyline that Fernanda began to read onto the body of her son. For the
centre quickly caught up with Javier. Completely sober and cleanly shaven, with
a fresh pair of trousers, Javier soon embodied the kind of transformation that
Fernanda’s Christianity promised her family, with captivity allowing Fernanda to
mother her son back to health. ‘I can talk to Javier [inside the centre]’, she told
me. ‘He listens to me here.’

Fernanda also found her voice inside the centre – so much so that she began to
mother Camilo alongside her own son. But this too was not remarkable. The centre
holds 30 to 40 captives at a time, with most of these men supported by mothers,
sisters and wives. Most of these women cook and clean for their loved ones in
ways that effectively release Camilo from including anything other than captivity
in the price of his services. These men’s women provide the centre with food, laun-
dry and toiletries and, in doing so, bolster Camilo’s bottom line. ‘It’s a blessing’,
Camilo once told me. ‘It’s a blessing that these women work so hard to save
these men.’ But with dozens of women visiting the centre every day, Camilo also
found himself confronted with innumerable demands on his time. The most press-
ing, in the words of these women, was to make the centre ‘feel like home’. This was
a challenge. ‘These women get really demanding’, Camilo complained to me. ‘They
want the house to be clean. They yell at me if the dishes aren’t washed.’ These
women were also quick to escalate their complaints. ‘One woman threatened to
call [the Ministry of] Public Health’, Camilo told me. ‘Another actually called
[the Ministry of] Human Rights.’ An agent of the state arrived the next day to sur-
vey the centre, threatening to close the operation if Camilo did not renovate the
centre’s only bathroom.

46There is a more established social-scientific literature on the ways in which women support male pris-
oners. See, for example, Loïc Wacquant, ‘Deadly Symbiosis: When Ghetto and Prison Meet and Mesh’,
Punishment and Society, 3: 1 (2001), pp. 95–133; Dominique Moran, ‘Between Outside and Inside?
Prison Visiting Rooms as Liminal Carceral Spaces’, GeoJournal, 78: 2 (2013), pp. 339–51; Megan
Comfort, Doing Time Together: Love and Family in the Shadow of the Prison (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 2007); and Marc Mauer and Meda Chesney-Lind (eds.), Invisible Punishment: The
Collateral Consequences of Mass Imprisonment (New York: New Press, 2002).

47Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy, p. 122.
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Women
Of all the demands that these women placed on Camilo, the most consequential for
his centre as well as for the city was their insistence on single-sex captivity. The vast
majority of centres in the city are for men only. ‘There should never be women
inside the centre’, Fernanda told me. We spoke in Camilo’s front office. Like
every other centre in the city, Camilo’s house maintained a clear division between
two very different kinds of space. The first is for the general population. These are
austere rooms where male captives wait for a miracle, for Jesus Christ to save them
from sin. The second is the front office, where the wives, sisters and daughters of
these captives visit with their loved ones. Women are never allowed into the general
population. ‘Women would make [the general population] dirty’, Fernanda said.
‘Women would let the devil in.’ Suffused with the language of domesticity,
Fernanda’s anxieties about dirt and the devil flagged much larger concerns over
the centre’s ability to police a presumed border between civilisation and savagery.
‘Women will distract the men’, Fernanda added. ‘Women will tempt Javier.’ She
then folded her concerns back across the binary: ‘And what if women were inside
[the general population]? Men might attack them.’ Effectively paraphrasing the bib-
lical story of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 18–19), Fernanda’s piqued concerns
over sexual comportment foreclosed the possibility of a mixed population. ‘I would
pull Javier out of this centre if there were women here’, she proudly announced in a
way that seemed to heighten a conflicting sense that women are both saviours and
sinners, protagonists and temptresses. Up until the door that separates the front
office from the general population, women contribute to the purification of these
men, and yet they pollute this very same population once they cross this line.

Camilo had no reason to fight Fernanda on this point. The stakes were too high.
Not only would Camilo’s business bottom out, losing not just Fernanda’s payments
but almost everyone else’s, but Camilo might also end up in jail. Decree 22-2008, the
‘Law against Femicide and other Forms of Violence against Women’, constructed
additional prison space to detain those accused of violence against women. One of
those actions against women was kidnapping, which is the principal means by
which directors, such as Camilo, bring users to Christ. ‘There’s no other way to
bring someone to the centre’, Camilo explained. ‘We have to pick them up. It’s
why we call it hunting.’ While the scene can remind the faithful of a young Christ
with a lost lamb slung across his shoulders, the actual optics of four men dragging
an adult woman into the back seat of their car are very different, suggesting an act
that is a prosecutable offence in Guatemala. Ultimately afraid that his efforts at saving
souls might place him behind a set of bars, Camilo has not hunted women since
2008. He even purged his centre of the few women he did have once the law went
into effect. ‘I pushed them out the door’, he told me. ‘I just opened the front door
and asked them to leave. I didn’t want anything to do with them anymore.’

Decree 22-2008 ultimately helped to make Camilo’s centre a ‘devil-proof home’.
For, as Fernanda’s pastor once preached, there are two kinds of homes in Guatemala.
There are walled homes, and there are un-walled homes. And while the pastor might
have been speaking metaphorically, the literal locks and actual bars fortifying the
windows and doors of Camilo’s centre have certainly contributed to the women’s
aspiration to make the centre feel like a supremely Christianised version of home.
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Daily sermons and compulsory prayer circles combine with forced celibacy, sobriety
and hygiene to make this centre the ideal site to enact the full fantasy of Christian
domesticity. ‘He listens to me inside the centre’, Fernanda told me one day. ‘He
will sit there and listen to everything that I have to say.’ For the equivalent of US
$100 a month, Fernanda can visit the best version of her son, speak to him and
even preach to him about the saving grace of Jesus Christ. And he will not wave
her away or rifle through her belongings to find something (anything) to sell.
Instead he will sit on a stool and listen to everything that his mother has to say –
about drugs, sin and God. Because Fernanda not only pays Camilo to hold her
son captive; she – and she alone – also has the power to release her son, to tell
Camilo that Javier is ready to leave. Javier knows this, and so he finds himself obey-
ing his mother (even to the point of biting his tongue) to perform the kind of lasting
change that Fernanda so desperately wants. ‘I act like a nice little Christian when she
comes’, Javier told me. We were milling about the general population, passing time
between prayer sessions. ‘She has all the power’, he said. ‘She tells the pastor whether
I am ready to leave or not. So I try to convince her.’

The power that women like Fernanda have over the lives of these captives is
observable. Camilo has a vested interest in keeping these men inside his centre
for as long as he can. Not only does he gain from their steady streams of payment,
but he also firmly believes that they are safer inside his centre than walking the
streets of Guatemala City. Like the directors and pastors of most other centres in
the city, Camilo has seen too many men leave his centre only to die days later.
They are killed by gang members or die in the streets in hit-and-run accidents.
This is why Camilo maintains that the centre should be a near permanent home
for many of these men. While conversion and rehabilitation are Camilo’s stated
goals, the pastor is often far more practical. ‘They are safer here inside the centre’,
he often told me. His captives, of course, disagree, but they are ultimately unable to
voice their concerns to their loved ones. Instead, these men communicate their
eagerness to leave by making their conversion to Christianity as visible as possible.
They do their best to turn their soul inside out such that their outward comport-
ment reflects their inward change. Javier, for example, shaved daily with the razors
that Fernanda brought him. He also took time during the day to wash his clothes
and often wore his most formal clothes on the day Fernanda would visit him.
Rather than a T-shirt, he wore a shirt with a collar. Rather than athletic shorts,
he wore slacks and a belt. He ultimately crafted his Christianity with his Sunday
best, even if he himself had doubts about his own ability to keep up the act once
he left the centre. ‘All I want is to get out of here’, he mentioned to me. ‘I just
want to convince my mom that I’m ready and that means looking as clean as I can.’

This incredibly contrived dynamic between mother and son is the symptom of
an idea of Christian domesticity that has two observable effects in Guatemala City.
The first (to which this article cannot direct as much attention as it deserves) is that
the Christian commitment to single-sex captivity has effectively shut women out of
nearly every Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centre in and around Guatemala City.
At first glance, this might seem like a good thing. Clandestine, compulsory drug
rehabilitation centres can become sites of abuse. For the optics are accurate. Four
men dragging an adult woman into the back seat of their car is, in fact, a kidnap-
ping. But there is little other recourse for women in Guatemala City, with only one

Journal of Latin American Studies 801

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X20000656 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X20000656


centre in the city that works with women. It is a small house located on a quiet
residential street. Positioned near the top of the market, at least in terms of
price, the house only holds 15 captives. Much like its male counterparts, this centre
deploys its own version of theological therapy, pressing its captives to apply
make-up, practice etiquette and pursue something called Christian servitude.
This one centre is hardly a workable vision of what the political theorist Fiona
Terry might call ‘a second-best world’.48 Ill-equipped to address the demands
that drug addiction has placed on women in Guatemala City while at the same
time pushing its clients towards a very conservative vision of femininity, the centre
is nonetheless the only option for a city awash with women in need of help.

Wait
If the first observable effect is that this Christian domesticity locks women out of
these centres, then the second effect (deeply related to the first) is that it also
locks men inside these centres – for months, sometimes for years. The
Pentecostal drug rehabilitation industry constructs devil-proof homes brick by
brick, enclosing users in material but also deeply moral ways. For these centres pre-
sent Fernanda with a highly curated space in which to mother her otherwise delin-
quent son, and this has an observable effect on Javier’s behaviour as well as on
Fernanda’s mood. Immense relief seemed to wash over this woman once her son
began to listen (or at least began to act as if he were listening) to her words.
Fernanda finally felt as if her efforts in homemaking had gained traction, with
the proof sitting on a stool right in front of her. Javier had shaved his face, washed
his clothes and brushed his teeth. His bodily comportment, even down to his pos-
ture, externalised an altogether internal transformation. Fernanda seemed to beam
with optimism. ‘He can change’, she once mentioned to me right before meeting
with her son inside the pastor’s front office.

But Fernanda’s optimism also came from the fact that her actual home life had
suddenly gained a level of peace and quiet that she had not known for years. At one
time, architects and designers had separated her bedroom from the living room as
well as the kitchen from the dining room, and these emerging structures of domes-
ticity made the act of eating in bedrooms dirty and sleeping in living rooms lazy.
And this was the plan. For if in the mid-twentieth century new US-influenced
forms of domestic architecture helped create new systems of ordering dirt and non-
dirt in Guatemala, then in the twenty-first century the Pentecostal domestic space
of the Pentecostal drug rehabilitation centre not only marks a new system of order-
ing; it also combines with actual homes (like Fernanda’s) to form a larger-scale sys-
tem, with the two reinforcing each other. But purity and danger were no longer a
concern for Fernanda. Everything and everyone were suddenly in place. With Javier
behind bars, Fernanda could sleep soundly. She also did not need to hide valuables,
to constantly remain one step ahead of her son. Fernanda also cleaned out Javier’s
room, finally ditching the joints as well as those posters of topless women. She
struggled more to make ends meet, now shuttling between the market, the hotels
and the centre – but when she returned home, she found a welcomed level of

48Fiona Terry, Condemned to Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2002).
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serenity. In the wake of arguments and heartbreak as well as deception and disap-
pointment, Fernanda finally felt at home.

Fernanda had also done the maths. Javier had not worked in months. He moon-
lighted for a bakery and would on occasion contribute to the household with some
money, but this had not happened in a long time. His interest in cocaine as well as
a larger constellation of substances that included marijuana, solvents and the occa-
sional prescription drug had also clouded his sense of responsibility to his family.
And so even at his best Javier contributed nothing to the family, and unfortunately
Javier was rarely at his best because he often stole from Fernanda. This included
cash from her pockets but also items off her shelves. In very real terms, Javier bled
Fernanda’s net worth nearly every day he lived inside her house. Never contributing
and always taking, Javier’s presence inside the house ultimately ravaged Fernanda’s bot-
tom line, with Camilo’s centre the only real option to curtail the slow damage he was
doing (to her, to himself, to their family – and to her home). Without stumbling into
the affectively unsatisfying world of cost-benefit analyses, Fernanda nonetheless stood
at a crossroads. She could either spend almost every waking moment of her life antici-
pating her son’s next move in the hopes of hiding her mobile phone for another day, or
she could pay a lump sum to have her son hunted by a pastor and then negotiate with
this pastor for a monthly fee to cover the cost of captivity. Countering the precarity of
substance abuse and all of the indignities that it can bring to a family, the centre
allowed Fernanda to render the moral failings of her son into a budgetary-line item
that she could conceivably meet with a second shift at the hotels and then a third
shift at the centre itself. The hunt and captivity provided Fernanda with a thus far
unknown level of control (over her son, her life, her home – and even her faith).

If US, German and Guatemalan tourists once gazed upon full replicas of houses built
by Maya – all to present a photographic negative of the homes to which a liberal,
Protestant citizen might aspire – then it is the work of captivity that has finally made
this dream of Christian domesticity possible for the aspiring middle class of
Guatemala City. For Fernandawas finally at peace.With Javier secured inside the centre,
Fernanda and I spoke one more time at her kitchen table. Her son had already endured
twomonths of captivity, and it was unclear to Fernanda howmanymore hewould have.
At some point, the brute reality of captivity effectively outpaced any hope of rehabilita-
tion, and this was alright for Fernanda. She had never looked happier. She told me:

I sleep at night. I’m very tired because of the work. I spend so much time on
the bus. I walk to the market and then I travel to the centre. I work at the
hotels. And the hotels are not close to each other. I have to take a bus to
get from one hotel to the other hotel. Every Sunday I take a bus from church
straight to the hotel to work five hours. I’m tired, but I can sleep. I’m not wor-
ried about Javier stealing from me or hitting me or leaving in the middle of the
night to be with his friends. I don’t have to ask Javier to look for a job. I don’t
have to explain to the neighbours why Javier is not working. Or apologise to
the neighbours because Javier was rude. I can sleep at night.

The actual recording of this conversation is much longer. For the sake of expedi-
ency and argumentation, I divided Fernanda’s comments into sentences, following
the intonations of her voice. But for Fernanda, it was one long interlocking story
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of Christian redemption – of how she came to have a devil-proof home amidst an
extraordinarily difficult moment in the history of Guatemala City. For what
Fernanda could not see, but what is ethnographically evident, is that her commitment
to Christian domesticity has organised not just her family’s battles with substance
abuse but also the outer edges of Guatemala’s war on drugs. A Pentecostal appreci-
ation for the home – for its affects, aesthetics and atmospheres – sets not just the tone
but also the logics of compulsory drug rehabilitation, with extended bouts of captivity
now seen throughout the city as the most effective technique for maintaining the
home as sacred space. And while a complementary ethnography could be completed
to detail the thousands of women locked out of the industry, literally left to the streets,
this article renders visible how a Christian cult of domesticity forces men such as
Javier not only to enter but often to remain inside these centres. ‘When will you
let Javier out of the centre?’ I asked Fernanda. ‘I don’t know’, she answered.
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Los centros pentecostales de rehabilitación a las drogas en la Ciudad de Guatemala son
respuestas informales masculinas tratando de salvar a drogadictos de lo que algunos cris-
tianos llaman ‘el diablo’. Es de interés etnográfico el que las madres, hermanas y esposas
de estos no solo pagan por la captura e internación de sus seres queridos allí sino también
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un culto al hogar organiza la lucha contra las drogas en Guatemala.
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voluntários. Este artigo avalia tanto o impulso cristão de domesticação de pecadores como
também avalia como este culto à domesticidade organiza a guerra anti-drogas da Guatemala.
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