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Abstract. This article explores the idea of respect within a non-space: Santas
Vainas Women’s Prison. In an era marked by narco-warfare, a tool called
Creation of a Virtual/Face-to-Face Support Classroom for Access to Luis Vargas
Torres Technical University in Esmeraldas (PPL) was deployed to challenge
organic and structural colonisation within the prison system. This was based on
an ad hoc methodology. Field collaborators included eighteen incarcerated
women, seven lecturers from the Luis Vargas Torres Technical University in
Esmeraldas (UTLVTE), one from the University of Jaén (Spain), and a Social
Work student writing their thesis. The project targeted Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG) 5, along with Goal 4 as a cross-cutting element, delivering lifelong
education with a focus on structural peace to achieve both. The absence of peace,
both inside and outside prison, contributed to the erosion of educational rights
and in turn a future (re)production of vulnerability. Access to higher education
was subject to the conditions established by UTLVTE.
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1 Introduction

Violence has gripped Ecuador since 2021, and national media outlets were repeatedly
describing January 2025 as the most violent start to a year in history. This trend, a
constant presence in this Latin American country over the past five years, has
particularly affected the poorest provinces, such as Esmeraldas, where the authors of
this study reside and where the research has been conducted.

The Human Rights Watch World Report 2025 states that Ecuador ranks third
in South America “in terms of the highest prevalence of hunger, affecting 2.5 million
people, according to the United Nations’ Regional Overview of Food Security and
Nutrition.” This situation is particularly severe along the country's north-western coast,
where Esmeraldas is located. However, this situation is not exceptional, as most Latin
American countries have historically maintained semi-servile or enslaved relations to
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varying degrees [1]. The interpretation or contextual framework of what poverty signi-
fies in this province reaches a structural level and we continue to believe that attempting
to explain its formula amounts to a betrayal, as it necessitates enumeration: racism,
poor-quality formal education, deficient and/or absent infrastructure, unemployment,
and the sexualisation of the population. Higher education lacks resources, basic services
are either non-existent or intermittent, and there are high levels of criminality and
narco-warfare in the streets. These are all long-standing forms of oppression met with
varying degrees of resistance. Thus, the structural poverty that characterises Esmeral-
das cannot be solely attributed to corrupt practices developed internally and nor can it
be entirely explained by the external practices of evident internal colonialism.

Anta-Felez [2] had already given us to understand that when approaching the
issue of poverty (however defined), it is essential to comprehend the social, economic,
and historical coordinates within which it is measured; never forgetting that the system
propagates its own reproduction, justification, and legitimisation, which clearly does
not permit us to position ourselves outside it. “Fear, violence, and death engulfus, and
behind them are not only hidden political and economic conflicts and interests, but also
we see revealed a social structure characterised by the abandonment of the most vul-
nerable sectors by the State” [3].

The prison system similarly tends toward self-replication. However, from an
academic standpoint, the question addressed in our critique is: does higher education
shirk its responsibility to be true education, or is it that the term higher is what fails in
the case of prisons? We shall attempt to undertake a process of critical self-reflection
on our work within Santas Vainas prison. First, we consider how we found ourselves
in this position; second, how we managed it; and finally, whether we fulfilled, to any
degree, the meaning encapsulated in the name higher education.

In designing an aim for this project, it was always clear that the prison appa-
ratus is not an isolated artefact. As extensively discussed in Luna [4], the dispositifis a
supra-concept that encompasses both discursive and non-discursive practices. Its emer-
gence within Foucauldian thought is, in fact, tied to the necessity of incorporating
power relations into the conditions of possibility. This accounts for its broad diversifi-
cation across disciplinary, sexual, security, and truth regimes—all of which are both
shaped by and shape the securitisation (as a process) of social coexistence.

The prison established by Esmeraldas’s institutional apparatus is imbued with
the very institutionalised poverty it perpetuates. Indicators such as the Human Devel-
opment Bonus become accessible only through a form of biolegitimacy or biopower—
brutally raw and tailor-made, in line with Fassin [5] and Foucault [6] — engineered for
individuals stripped of any means to resist the system. The racialised, sexualised, and
educationally excluded population of Esmeraldas is reduced to mere data. Any aca-
demic or bureaucratic output requires its token black presence, and it is precisely then
that Esmeraldean men and women are summoned to complete the requisite forms. At
that moment—and only then.
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At the macro level, the State continued to knock on doors up until 2010 to
conduct the Census or generate massive data packages—although, according to the pro-
fessionals interviewed, this data is thought to have never been used to resolve any prob-
lems—. Thousands of forms and their millions of data points now lie unused in data
repositories. By 2022, in the era of narco-warfare, census agents were no longer knock-
ing on doors in La Guacharaca, 50 Casas, El Gallinero, and countless other non-spaces
afflicted by structural poverty that no longer even register as data. The leading Black
organisations in Ecuador affirm that vast sectors of the population were not included in
the census. The reasons they provide, sotto voce, are the fear of entering poor Black
neighbourhoods, and the poor organisation and training of the census agents. Conse-
quently, in 2025, should we need to ascertain the population of Esmeraldas, the scien-
tific response would necessarily be an estimate, never an exact figure.

President Daniel Noboa has declared three states of emergency during his term
in government—from October 2024 to January 2025—in various Ecuadorian provinces
(including Esmeraldas), along with Executive Decree 111, dated 9 January 2024, which
formally recognised the existence of an internal armed conflict [7]. Meanwhile, the
chaos within the prison system has continued. A turning point that caused a significant
media outcry occurred when the deputy commander of the Esmeraldas zone, Colonel
William Calle, admitted in an interview that the State did not have control over Es-
meraldas prison, and that the criminal gang Los Tiguerones held all the power within
the prison [8] (Fm Mundo Live, 2022). These declarations led, a few days after the
interview—on 21 October 2022—to his reassignment to another post.

We could continue to recount bloody statistics and the scenes of cannibalism
circulating on social media: hearts on hands and bodies already stripped of theirs. The
data from 2023, 2024, and up to the present reveal discontinuities between the non-
spaces of the prison—as a dispositif of war—and the non- spaces of private homes.
Where resources are available, houses are fortified with electrification and gated devel-
opments, a security device that may be described as a form of self-imprisonment. In
homes that, owing to a lack of resources, cannot barricade themselves behind barbed
wire, their fate is sealed: nights of gunfire on the other side of the wall that separates
one’s head from the bullet. In these impoverished homes, the residents do not know
whether the deaths they are hearing—the killing or the dying—of young, Black, and
poor individuals involve two or six people; yet overlapping effects inevitably define
both the victims and the perpetrators. An epitaph could read: “Black—poor—young—from
a peripheral neighbourhood,” and it would truthfully attest to the contents of every
grave or burial site. At times, it is children as young as twelve or fourteen who are
reduced to acting as gunmen; in other instances, entire family clans assume command.
Both the high-ranking figures and the basic lookouts or gunmen continue to be the result
of overlapping effects. Some of them are present in our classrooms, although given that
they are members of the gangs, it is surprising that they attempt to continue their edu-
cation. When asked their reasons, they consistently reply that it is important “to be
called Engineer in the neighbourhood.” Education and its qualifications also serve as
tools within the creative realms of narco-warfare.
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1.1 A pioneering proposal in Ecuador

From the circumstances outlined—and those that cannot, or ought not, be disclosed—
the idea for a project emerged, with the identification of the need for the Luis Vargas
Torres Technical University in Esmeraldas (UTLVTE) to implement the Virtual Sup-
port Classroom for Access to UTLVTE (PPL) initiative, in order to highlight the work
of the Comision para la Guia Institucional con Enfoque de Género (in English, the
Commission for Institutional Guidance with a Gender Perspective, hereafter COGIEG).

The theoretical framework is underpinned by Esmeraldean Black Feminism,
as explained by Pifeiro-Aguiar, Gomez-Abeledo, and Bone-Guano [9], the (anti)racism
represented by Critical Race Theoryl, and a more contextually rooted Critical Intercul-
turality as conceptualised by Walsh [10], a framework that is both theoretical and ac-
tivist in nature, offering us conceptual sustenance and helping us to grasp what is hap-
pening, how it unfolds, where it occurs, why it happens, and crucially, to what end.
These are all questions that structure the research, but they also emerge as embodied
queries—like hooks embedded in the skin, whose removal without tearing requires an
analytical scalpel.

The applied research project was conducted from 1 March to 31 August 2023
in an initial pilot phase, with a budget of $7,000. Its principal objective was to contrib-
ute towards guaranteeing inclusive, equitable, and quality education and promoting life-
long learning opportunities for all, in alignment with the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). The beneficiaries of this initiative were eighteen incarcerated women,
who were held at the prison in Esmeraldas. The project did not follow a formal selection
process. The only requisite was a desire to pursue a university degree following the
course and holding an approved secondary school diploma. These were also the women
who could offer insights about the question: what is the role of women in the context
of narco-warfare?

We should also explain that our project was interrupted, since on 22 March
2022, following its presentation, there was an attempted assassination of the prison di-
rector, resulting in the deaths of two of her close relatives and leaving her severely
injured and missing [11]. This resulted in a vacancy for the position of Director of the
women’s prison in Esmeraldas. It was subsequently filled by the prison’s Social
Worker—a professional who was both extremely fearful and lacking in experience.
Although we managed to run our initiative—overcoming numerous obstacles—during
that semester, it could not be continued. This was because the installation of an air-
conditioned room with twenty computers required an increase in electrical capacity, a
procedure that needed to be undertaken by the prison, but which was never carried out
owing to the absence of a responsible authority within the institution.

2 Materials and methods

Our ad hoc methodology was developed in light of an initial context devoid of prior
experience. As a result, we had no prior successful or failed methodologies to build
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upon. The methodological decisions were based on the space that we came to under-
stand as a non-space, following the concept of non-places as discussed by Augé [12].

First, we required extended coexistence; and second, a commitment to partic-
ipation. Both needs are central to ethnography and to Participatory Action Research
(hereafter PAR). The foreseeable shift, following the research trajectories, was for eth-
nography to move towards the edges of autoethnography, with the frameworks and nar-
rative tending toward an emergent autoethnographic study. We understood that, in this
case, the methodology serves as a locus of reclamation. Contextualising the methodo-
logical decision allows us to explain how the field has conditioned our choices [13].
We required a survey with a questionnaire that would assist us in cross-checking the
data provided by the prison. In line with our transversal ethical approach, we prioritised
anonymity, as recommended by Avila, Gonzalez and Licea [14]. From both theoretical
and practical perspectives, anonymity is a preferred condition.

The completion of the questionnaires was intended to offer the respondents a
space of freedom to express their views. It is impossible to inhibit interactions with the
field; however, the rapport that enables us to gain access to the collaborators cannot be
established through the objectifiable data contained in the institution’s data tables. Ac-
cording to the academic background details provided by the prison’s staff, none of the
eighteen collaborator-students had prior university education, from which it can be de-
duced that pursuing higher education had not previously been an option.

The identification of perceived educational needs was expected to greatly fa-
cilitate both learning and commitment to the project. Although it remained necessary
to understand what needs they felt they had—and at this point interviewing became
essential—Del Olmo and Osuna [15] introduce ethnography through a conversation
that captures the significance of the interview as a tool.

Our ethical outlook on research coincides with that of Duarte, Garcia-Car-
mona, Gallardo, Millan, and Mora [16]; therefore, we devised an ethical protocol
during the design phase. This included informed consent detailing the study, guaran-
tees of anonymity and confidentiality, and the right to withdraw. This protocol created
traceability challenges, not only due to its formulation but also because it required rec-
ognising the ethical dilemmas of fieldwork, as Del Olmo [17] underscores in Las en-
tretelas del trabajo de campo etnografico (In English, “The inner workings of ethno-
graphic fieldwork™).

At the beginning of the process, during the field entry phase, we sought to proceed
with caution. And that caution is undoubtedly part of recognising that we are engaging
in autoethnographic practice. In this phase, participant observation plays a complemen-
tary role within the research. It is also important to recall that fieldwork constitutes a
specific stage, or rather a set of operations that take place over its course, fundamentally
aimed at producing data on site, as Jociles Rubio [18] outlines in his extensive work on
the participant observation technique.

The second phase consisted of observing and listening to the student-collaborators and
relevant personnel (educator, social worker, and director), through which we were able
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to identify certain demands, largely thanks to a Social Work student from the University
of Jaén who provided their report. This report greatly informed our understanding about
the initial removable obstacles.

This third phase in the field involved a methodological decision and required us to
establish what is termed trust (rapport), as discussed by Martos-Garcia and Devis-Devis
[19]. As for those authors, for us the early days were marked by fascination with the
unknown, accompanied by an exasperating caution to avoid us making any mistakes.
The Rector of UTLVTE and the Director of the Santas Vainas women’s prison decided
to hold a joint inauguration event in the classroom designated for the project, an event
appropriately accompanied by cake and soft drinks—customary elements of Esmerald-
ean sociability, and which foster a sense of community more effectively than traditional
academic frameworks. This gathering provided an opportunity for people to get to
know each other and have brief conversations that, though never amounting to full di-
alogues, helped establish rapport.

The fourth and final phase in entering the field was the interview session and the
collection of academic data, alongside the presentation of the course. The decision to
begin the project in a pilot format stemmed from the need to understand and
acknowledge the needs from within and the possibilities from without.

2.1  Anintercultural lesson plan

The working hypothesis was that if the project—approved, funded, and monitored by
UTLVTE— produced exemplary results, then Ecuadorian higher education bodies,
such as the Consejo de Educacion Superior (CES) and the Secretaria de Educacion Su-
perior, Ciencia, Tecnologia e Innovacion (SENESCYT), could assess it as a model of
best practice and promote its wider implementation, adapted to local contexts. The pilot
execution of the lifelong education course for incarcerated people (women) began with
its pilot phase in January 2023 (planning phase) and its operational phase from March
to August 2023 (structured as a semester-long programme). It was composed of seven
subjects: 1) Introduction to Law, II) Political and Citizen Participation, IIT) Re-thinking
Communication, IV) Sex with Sense, V) Mathematical Journeys, VI) Cracks in Episte-
mology, and VII) Current Academic Landscape. Each subject was delivered once per
week, with a total of six hours of classes each week. The classes were delivered in a
hybrid format: virtual delivery combined with in-person support.

2.2 A colectivelly constructed methodology

The combined methodology, particularly the ethnographic component during the diag-
nostic phase, was highly participatory. An example of this can be seen in the work
undertaken by a Social Work student from the University of Jaén (Spain), as recorded
in her field diary:

Friday, 17 February 2023. I take a taxi to Esmeraldas Women's Prison at
10:00. I follow the same identification process and am again met by Raul. Today I have
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an appointment with one of the women interested in participating in the university pro-
ject. (OMTSJ)

The autoethnographic process unfolded through multiple stages, structured
around participant observation, censuses, mind maps, and most significantly, the edu-
cational questions embedded in practice. The continuous feedback from the students,
and the invisible threads between their academic aspirations, their desire for freedom,
and their pasts laden with responsibilities woven into uncertain futures, created an at-
mosphere that cannot be precisely categorised as participation in action.

This mode of engagement might be best described as confessional participa-
tion. Through their questions, answers, and coursework, the structure was discussed,
often with critiques and profoundly painful narratives:

I have a university degree in Colombia, even if I seem stupid for trusting a
man; it is because of him that I am paying the price now. (CE1)

The lengthy interviews with a collaborator employed at the Centre (TCSMF)
were shaped by a heteronomous morality governed by her God, who would resolve
everything—because the women deserved it—and:

I pray a lot for them and for you, so that you can achieve what we need.

The ethics of fieldwork—or what I understand as ethics, following Gomez-
Abeledo [20]—form part of pedagogical knowledge. They involve recognising per-
spectives shaped by the desire to be you; enabling our classroom gazes to occupy an
interspace of trust, symmetry, shared fears, and knowledge formed through encounters;
and, above all, ensuring that the construction of educational praxis reveals failed pro-
cesses and the shared spaces that emerge within them. In this methodological phase of
participant observation, the atmosphere is more difficult to convey. The students, com-
fortable, content (their smiles were evident), and curious, spoke with familiarity.

3 Results

One of the outcomes aligns with Abu-Lughod’s [21] proposal: that we experiment with
narrative ethnographies grounded in particular experiences, following the tradition of
fieldwork-based writing. Conducting fieldwork in spaces of confinement—or ‘non-
spaces’—has produced insights that, as narratives of the particular, merit reflection and
sharing.

Some of the data collected during the planning phase is summarised in the fig-
ures presented below. Not all data were as relevant to the research aims as we might
have wished; nonetheless, they were welcomed as part of the design process. Put dif-
ferently, they were necessary to create a PPL identity (the data collected and deemed
relevant by the institution). Analysis revealed a stronger emphasis on institutional
control than on any interest in any complexity around identity. These were bloodless
data, providing a cold snapshot of the students.

Nonetheless, without the institutional data, the project’s planning and design
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would not have been possible, nor would it have received institutional funding from
UTLVTE.

The analysis of these data in the absence of fieldwork introduced bias, and it
must be clarified that their actual value—without the participation of the collaborators—
is framed within a rationalist, materialist, and positivist epistemology. While our project
used a qualitative methodological approach, it must be acknowledged that the set of
figures presented below were used as a foundation for launching the project, although
they are far removed from our actual investigative approach, which tried to avoid gen-
eralisation.

NACIONALITY

ECUADORIAN ' COLOMBIAN
CIVIL STATUS

SINGLE MARRIED COHABITING LEVEL OF EDUCATION

@ BASIC EDUCATION @ HIGH SCHOOL

@ UNIVERSITY SUPERIOR

Fig. 1. Distribution of Participants by Nationality, Education Level, and Marital Status

Being a border territory—where northern Esmeraldas and southern Colombia
are separated by what Garcia Salazar, Porras Paredes, Juncosa, Sosa and Tadeo [22]
refer to as la raya (the strip)—is of considerable significance. Although there is no clear
census of Colombian—Ecuadorian families resulting from the forced displacement of
the Black population it is widely acknowledged in Esmeraldas that everyone has Co-
lombian relatives. Thus, it was unsurprising that four out of the eighteen women were
Colombian nationals (Figure 1). However, during the learning process, the educational
level of those who identified as holding Colombian nationality revealed itself to be
more complex—more cohesively structured in terms of content development and con-
tributions throughout the classes.

The women who voluntarily wished to pursue university education would have
the opportunity to do so at UTLVTE through the project. Initially, the fact that 12%
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were married, 23% in common-law situations, and 65% (Figure 1) single was, for us,
merely a statistic. Later, through fieldwork, we learned that there was a correlation be-
tween criminal offences and marital status.

Marital status was not our initial focus. However, once the research began, we
discovered that half of the eighteen women reported being in a toxic relationship that
had influenced their criminal behaviour; furthermore, many had partners who were
gang members. Analysis of this variable highlights the sociocultural influence of ro-
mantic idealism, encapsulated in expressions such as “I would do anything for him.”
The field continually surprises, and some of our findings lie precisely in these fieldwork
surprises.

Formal education level was a fundamental factor in determining whether the
women were legally eligible to access university education. Qualifications certified by
the Ministry of Education constituted a sine qua non condition. Another surprise
emerged from the fieldwork when at least two participants were found to have lied
about their educational level. Both had either completed or were in the process of com-
pleting university studies. We understood that their motivation stemmed from a desire
to participate and the presumption that having completed higher education would dis-
qualify them from the project. We had never anticipated that participants might un-
derreport their educational attainment; but this example of confessional ethnography
took place within the trust generated in the non-space.

YEARS OF IMPRISONMENT VS EDUCATION LEVEL
PRISON SENTENCE > 10 YEARS CO SENTENCE > A 10 YEARS ECU

@ PRISON SENTENCE < 10 YEARSECU @ PRISON SENTENCE < 10 YEARS CO

| ..
0

BASIC EDUCATION HIGH SCHOOL UNIVERSITY SUPERIOR

Fig. 2. Years of Imprisonment vs. Education Level

We interpreted the quantitative data to construct an identity profile, which
outlined a predominantly Ecuadorian woman, mostly educated to secondary (Bachil-
lerato) level, and likely to have sufficient time remaining to serve in the institution
(Figure 2) —once we established that the average sentence length allowed for at least
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the two semesters required to achieve the intended outcome.

One positive outcome worth highlighting is that, following her release, one
student approached University Welfare to inquire about entering the pre-university
course in person and beginning a university degree. We connected her with the Ad-
missions and Academic Bridging Unit, and she was provided with university re-
sources: a computer and a workspace. She expressed great enthusiasm, but after that
day, she did not return.

According to the article Post-penitentiary social reintegration: a challenge to
Ecuadorian justice [23], Ecuador fails to uphold the principle of rehabilitation for
incarcerated individuals, and “the theoretical foundations confirm that the penal sys-
tem encompasses imprisonment, but fails to fulfil legal obligations for the protection
of inmates or to ensure their rehabilitation”.

4 Discussion/Conclusion

Following our experience, we formulated a final hypothesis—perhaps an unresolvable
one, due to its utopian nature—but one we understand as a crack in the structure of
poverty. If the best university in the country were located in prisons, then those who
left them could become the cornerstone of what, in Esmeraldas, is referred to as Black
philosophy—Ubuntu, a community-based worldview of African origin that establishes
human community as the basis for being, existence, and the fulfilment of all human
beings [24]: “I am because we are.”

The violence within Ecuador’s prisons is not new. “The crimes committed
since 2020 reveal numerous state failures: overcrowding, slow judicial procedures, poor
inmate distribution, among others” [25]. Given the population involved in this research,
the integration of a gender perspective in the design and implementation of social rein-
tegration programmes cannot be overlooked. This was considered throughout the pro-
ject developed by UTLVTE—from beginning to end. With respect to the academic
content delivered through this initiative, the teaching staff concluded that the syllabi
should be more closely aligned with the content provided by UTLVTE’s Admissions
and Academic Bridging Unit.

A prerequisite for the course’s continuation and success is the establishment
of clear, bilateral rules and regulations, including effective resource management; re-
spect for the established timetable; commitment to adapting and (re)conditioning a
learning-conducive environment; delivery of the subjects in either virtual or face-to-
face formats; and a commitment from the Prison to support students in their extracur-
ricular autonomous learning hours. Furthermore, it is essential to ensure structured ac-
cess to library resources and/or technological tools during specific, scheduled periods
for this same purpose.

Educational provision must be conceived holistically, using pedagogical tools
that facilitate transformation both within and beyond the Social Rehabilitation Centre—
known, in the words of the incarcerated women, simply as prison. Topics such as men-
strual management, particularly in contexts where access to running water is limited,
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must be addressed in these settings. Basic services humanise life and coexistence.
Hence, the violent incidents that have occurred within various prisons across the coun-
try “are nothing more than the consequence of structural problems within our national
social rehabilitation system, principally due to the lack of resources to support actions
that would prevent such acts” [26].

We cannot conclude this work without noting that, at the time of writing this,
in early 2025, it is Los Lobos who, with endless shootouts in the San Martin neighbour-
hood and dollars from mining operations, are taking control of territories; Commanders
have been arrested in Spain, others have migrated to Peru, Chile, or other provinces in
the country.

Questions now centre around mass graves in Las Américas (a neighbourhood
in the city of Esmeraldas), police abuse, and us in a taxi looking at a tank we can see
through the windscreen as we head to the university at seven in the morning. As part of
society, UTLVTE also has among its teaching staff and students individuals who be-
long to various gangs. In Esmeraldas—and particularly at our University—we have
survived COVID, accreditation processes (evaluation procedures that determine
whether Ecuadorian universities remain open), brutal unemployment, internal and ex-
ternal colonial racism, four to six daily hours of power cuts (and more during the night),
and relatives who are dead, missing, in hiding, or on the run. We have exhausted both
our financial and psychological resources. We need peace. And without verde—the
staple food and culinary emblem of Esmeraldas—there can be no peace.
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