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“I need this job,” a recent deportee confessed while waiting for his inter-
view. With a rosary tattooed around his knuckles and a faded 13 peeking 
out from under his collar, he continued nervously, “For real. Keep me 
busy. Keep me fuckin’ busy. I don’t need to be in the streets dodgin’ bul-
lets and shit. It’s crazy out there. Guy in my church just got shot. Went 
to his funeral yesterday. It was sad, man. Kid was pumpin’ gas. Got three 
to the head. Pop. Pop. Pop. He was a taxista [taxi driver] and wasn’t 
paying his impuestos [taxes] to the gang. This isn’t LA. It’s fuckin’ crazy 
out there.” Born in Guatemala but raised in Los Angeles, deported on 
gang charges but redeemed by his faith in Jesus Christ, this born-again 
ex – gang member set his sights on a new life in a new home: postwar Gua-
temala City. As he paced the front office of Transactel, he imagined a rou-
tine that would shuttle him from work to church to home and then back 
again. “Keep me fuckin’ busy,” he prayed — in near-perfect English.1

Transactel is Guatemala’s largest and most established call-center 
operation in what has become one of the world’s fastest-growing call-center 
industries. Armed with government-subsidized scholarships for accent 
training, supported by some of civil society’s most critical personalities, 
and leveraged by the likes of the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and the World Bank, Transactel offers steady 
work to a growing number of deported bilinguals while at the same time 
participating in a new approach to Central American security — one that 
leans on the explicitly corporate but also conspicuously Christian logic of 
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control.2 Or, as one security official put it, “When they land at the airport, 
the deported can either work legitimately or they can go to the gangs. We 
obviously want them to work legally. Otherwise we have absolutely no 
control over them.” Keep them busy, the logic insists.

This article, in response to the politics of idleness and activity, 
addresses the notion of control — specifically, moral control — as it relates 
to the practice of Central American security. Amid unprecedented rates 
of deportation as well as an ever-growing gang problem, how have call 
centers become viable spaces of control in a postwar context that can be 
obviously and perpetually out of control? This is a historical, ethnographic 
question attuned to an ever-shifting relationship between sovereignty, 
discipline, and governance in but also beyond Central America.3 It brings 
into focus how authorities define certain populations as problematic and 
how solutions emerge at the level of not just policy but also behavior. Secu-
rity — this is the ultimate question.4 Yet, rather than a focus on law or legal 
transgression, the emphasis here is on how strategies of control (rather 
than conflict, containment, or even castigation) reconfigure social order. 
In a region long dominated by a mano dura, or strong-fisted, approach to 
delincuencia and disorder, in a world increasingly committed to winning 
the hearts and minds of popular opposition, Guatemalan call centers now 
court (so as to control) the deported.5

Thick literatures offer quick solutions as to how call centers have 
become such powerful political resources. Globalization. Neoliberalism. 
A War on Terror. Each can be good to think with.6 But a recent shift in 
religious affiliation foregrounds Protestant Christianity as a vital lynchpin 
between the political, the economic, and the subjective.7 Once overwhelm-
ingly Roman Catholic, Guatemala today is as much as 60 percent Pentecos-
tal or charismatic Christian.8 Most call-center employees also self-identify 
as “born again,” and Christian conversion (for reasons beyond the scope 
of this article) has become central to gang disaffiliation in the Americas.9 
Yet, more fundamental than faith — maybe even more recognizable to the 
scholar of Christianity — are the Protestant images and imperatives embed-
ded within the call-center industry. Be humble. Be punctual. Be patient. 
These corporately Christian virtues minister to the deported at every turn, 
inviting them to assume and become subsumed by ascetic subjectivities. 
These are monkish dispositions that coordinate (at the level of conduct) 
projects of capitalist accumulation with efforts at regional security. They 
ultimately freight this for-profit effort at gang prevention with the promise 
of Protestant rectitude by linking the practice of Central American secu-
rity to the behavior of individual men and women. This subjective turn, 
this assemblage of industries and ethics, is what I call the soul of security: 
here, the call center’s tendency to chasten the deported with flexible work 
schedules, perpetual training, and mission statements dripping with the 
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language of responsibility and self-fulfillment. Much to the delight of 
security officials, this process constitutes the deported’s soul as the very 
terrain upon which officials practice security.10

This Christian propensity for self-control reflects much larger 
trends, making the call center’s recruitment of the deported emblematic 
of an increasingly patterned relationship between the soul and security. 
Throughout the Americas, in fact, state-level anti-gang efforts continue to 
pair suppressive policies — ones that favor incarceration and deportation —  
with more integrated efforts at gang prevention.11 These are strategies that 
synthesize community policing with faith-based youth programs and 
social services. The 2007 Mérida Initiative, for example, is a US-led $1.3 
billion hemispheric effort to support security training and intelligence.12 
While a generous percentage of the budget goes toward the purchase of 
helicopters and razor wire, a much more modest (but certainly not insig-
nificant) amount has been earmarked for so-called soft programs. Efforts 
at a softer, more integrated approach begin to explain why a growing 
number of security officials push the deported into call centers. With the 
practice of Central American security increasingly concerned with the 
“inner workings” of active gang members and at-risk youth, the call center 
provides a context in which the deported subject themselves to rigorous 
self-improvement programs. Bonuses linked to punctuality, micropro-
motions dependent upon customer satisfaction, and overall job security 
tethered to one’s ability to perform empathy and hospitality across a ten-
hour shift — these call-center metrics invite the deported to know thyself 
as well as to govern thyself. Herein lies the call center’s confessional twist. 
Amid record levels of postwar violence, in a millennial milieu where new 
forms of Christianity undergird the most secular of social imaginaries, 
the call-center functions neither as a prison nor as a factory but rather as 
an ever-pious life coach.

Calling the Deported

The story of the call center’s rapprochement with the deported begins not 
at Guatemala’s national airport but rather in the streets of Los Angeles, 
California. There, in the mid-1980s, refugees from Central America’s 
civil wars formed gangs to defend themselves against the city’s already 
well-established Asian, African American, and Mexican gangs. Initially 
modest in reach, the likes of Mara Salvatrucha and Barrio Dieciocho 
became transnational criminal organizations in the aftermath of the 1992 
Los Angeles riots. Against a torched cityscape and amid the rise of the US 
Moral Majority, a xenophobic shift in immigration policy expanded the 
legal grounds for deportation to include such minor offenses as shoplift-
ing.13 With this, the total annual number of deported Central Americans 
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tripled in the late 1990s, rising from 8,057 in 1996 to 24,285 in 2004.14 
And in 2007, as the criminalization of Latinos continued to mix with an 
unwieldy War on Terror, the US government tripled this already bloated 
number, deporting some 74,000 Central Americans to Honduras, Gua-
temala, and El Salvador.15 By casting such a wide net, the United States 
deported an estimated 20,000 active gang members to Central America 
between 2000 and 2004.16

The effects of this new deportation regime have been disastrous. 
Compounded by anemic postwar states as well as a multibillion-dollar drug 
trade, unparalleled rates of deportation have exponentially expanded gang 
affiliation while also making Guatemala one of the most violent countries 
in the world. With fewer civilians killed in the war zone of Iraq than shot, 
stabbed, or beaten to death in Guatemala, some seventeen murders occur 
daily in this small country, with the average criminal trial lasting more 
than four years and with less than 2 percent of homicides resulting in a 
conviction.17 As one international observer remarked, “It’s sad to say, but 
Guatemala is a good place to commit murder because you will almost 
certainly get away with it.”18 Today, impunity mixes with the swagger of 
transnational gangs to place the deported at the center of security concerns. 
Steady work, experts argue, is one way to control these men and women. 
Jobs, not jails; control, not containment — this is the move.

Transactel’s interest in the deported, however, is not charitable. It is 
nakedly opportunistic. Cornering the global market on what has come to 
be known as nearshoring, Guatemalan call centers provide multinational 
corporations not only with competitively priced services but also a con-
venient time zone, what the industry calls value-neutral accents, and an 
unbeatable (simply unteachable) degree of cultural affinity with North 
American consumers.19 And, with Guatemalan call centers paying their 
employees more than most of the country’s doctors, lawyers, and university 
professors, spirits are up (as is the gross domestic product).20

The problem is that the industry is growing too fast. Much like 
Panama and Costa Rica, whose call-center markets ballooned and then 
popped only a few years ago, Guatemala’s current surge outpaces its 
middle-class, bilingual population.21 In the very near future, experts pre-
dict, Guatemala’s call-center industry will reach full saturation, providing 
employees with an unsustainable leverage over management. With no one 
else to hire, employees will pit one call center against another — for better 
pay, for better hours, for better benefits. Saturation, by everyone’s estima-
tion, will kill the foreign direct investment that brought the industry to life. 
This is also why a range of stakeholders, from security officials to CEOs, 
from clergy to councilmen, now make a desperate pitch to a desperate 
population. Call centers need the deported.22

It is ultimately this need, this desperation, that provides a window 



2 5 Social Text 111  •  Summer 2012

into the very soul of Central American security — and not because this 
recruitment strategy might work. It is safe to say that the scheme’s suc-
cess will remain debatable, with even the most ideal of outcomes forever 
tainted by the perversely ironic story of refugees turned deportees turned 
underrepresented employees of an ever-expanding global service economy. 
Instead, an ethnographic look at this moralizing entanglement highlights 
how the practice of Central American security constitutes the deported’s 
soul as an actual site of intervention. In fact, those who work the back office 
for Coca Cola, United Postal Service, and Norwegian Cruise Lines; those 
with extensive gang experience, with tattoos up and down their arms (on 
their necks, faces, and fists); those who learned their English not just in LA 
public schools but also in the US prison system or while shuttling product 
from Los Angeles to Las Vegas — these call-center employees embody the 
shifting rationalities that now link the tedium of cubicle life and the poetics 
of workplace Christianity to emergent patterns of global governance. And 
while North-South relationships in the Americas have long been defined 
by invasion, occupation, and covert operation, the call center now posits 
a new social order that invokes moral control through a mix of Christian 
sensibilities and corporate maxims. Be humble. Be punctual. Be patient.

Reverent Reformers

Contextualizing this control begins with Christianity — not with revival or 
revelation but with a workplace righteousness that emerged in nineteenth-
century North America. In that storied era of industrial growth, amid 
a roaringly provocative Social Gospel movement, a school of thought 
known as “industrial betterment” raised the question of management.23 
While pondering how employers should treat their employees, reformers 
drew on an explicitly Protestant vocabulary. They leaned steadily on the 
Christian notion of duty while also maintaining a sustained interest in 
some rather missionary metrics: frugality, industriousness, and temper-
ance. It was a faith-inflected philosophy for the Gilded Age — one that 
railed against improper hygiene as much as child labor, against liquor as 
much as weak labor unions.

Washington Gladden was one of this school’s most virtuous champi-
ons. A Congregationalist minister, Gladden tethered morality to industry 
in seemingly intuitive ways, forging a religious vision to improve “the 
mental and moral qualities of the working-people.”24 Invoking the bibli-
cal fact that Christ was himself a day laborer (i.e., a carpenter), Gladden’s 
sermons and theological reflections understood industrialism as a teachable 
moment. The author of such manifestos as Applied Christianity (1889) and 
Social Salvation (1901), Gladden preached, “The Christian law is, that we 
are to do good to all men as we have the opportunity; and certainly the 
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employer’s opportunity is among his employees.”25 A pastoral mandate 
if there ever was one, this sentiment caught on for reasons far less divine 
than Gladden’s. During the 1870s, as a technological revolution created 
a spiraling demand for labor, unkempt immigrants met morally anxious 
industrialists. Interested in a more reliable workforce, taking a page from 
Gladden’s own prayer book, Cornelius Vanderbilt and other railroad mag-
nates founded Young Men’s Christian Associations, or YMCAs, along 
trunk lines to minister to their workers’ spiritual needs.26 And as YMCAs 
preached a message of sobriety, one that stewarded immigrants from the 
bottle to the bathtub, other industrialists went so far as to build entire com-
munities to Christianize their workers’ habits and character.27 Suddenly, 
swiftly, sensibly (it would seem), management’s Christian duty came into 
focus. The employer should be to his employees as the shepherd to his flock.

Missionary networks pushed this pastoral approach to Guatemala. 
As nineteenth-century liberals reoriented the national economy toward 
the cultivation of coffee, the Guatemalan government actively recruited 
Protestant missionaries from the United States. Beyond providing a more 
hospitable atmosphere for German and North American Protestants inter-
ested in business opportunities, the Guatemalan government also sought a 
level of control on some rather intimate scales.28 Edward Haymaker, one of 
Guatemala’s first Protestant missionaries, announced in 1887, “When the 
people of Guatemala begin to develop [the country] along modern lines, 
when they learn sanitation, motherhood, education, thrift . . . Guatemala 
will be one of the greatest little countries in the world.”29 Identifying the 
rural poor as “The Great Unwashed,” Haymaker published Christian pam-
phlets on health and hygiene, all for Guatemala’s Christian salvation and 
industrial revolution.30 These two processes were hardly distinct. Inspired 
by the promise of modernity, located at the intersection of social salvation 
and self-help, missionaries linked techniques of the self to discourses of 
development for a postcolonial state on the cusp of industrialization.

In the end, these reverent reformers initiated a hemispheric conver-
sation about proper management — one that continues to pulse with the 
rhetoric and ritual of Protestant progress. It is a conversation that formed 
the soteriological foundation of Frederick Taylor’s Principles of Scientific 
Management (1911) as well as its eventual countermovement, Elton Mayo’s 
school of human relations.31 Both approaches have defined managerial 
logic for the last century by providing two contrasting points of reference. 
Mayo’s ever-principled commitment to employee satisfaction has offered 
a counterpoint to Taylor’s so-called systematized sweating. For all their 
differences, however, these two approaches share a common denominator. 
Both Taylor and Mayo, men of science rather than salvation, spent their 
days (much like Gladden, much like Haymaker) asking how they could 
make labor more — not simply more wealthy or more productive but also 
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more efficient, more punctual, more satisfied.32 While many things have 
changed about the economy since the Social Gospel movement, the most 
obvious being the systematic restructuring of what was once known as the 
social, this quasi-theological interest in more is why the Harvard Business 
Review can oftentimes read like the Harvard Theological Review — why 
Peter Drucker and Rick Warren are the twenty-first century’s most likely 
of bedfellows.33 Modern management, not unlike modern missionaries, 
yearns for a Protestant subject capable of self-control — of setting his or 
her sights on more.

More

The “purpose driven life” has made the call center an ideal place to 
control the deported.34 A corporate vocabulary puts into practice what a 
Christian faith makes intuitive: that the body is a temple to honor (“Exer-
cising 30 minutes a day relieves stress,” proclaims call-center signage), 
that the self is a wilderness to conquer (“Attitude . . . that’s the hardest 
thing to control here,” sighs a floor supervisor), and that the soul is a ter-
rain to control (“You cannot buy the devotion of hearts, minds, and souls. 
You must earn these,” reads “The Successful Contact Center Manager’s 
Bag of Tricks”).35 A call to self-improvement positively studs recruitment 
efforts. Buzzwords like integrity and tenacity as well as passion and fulfill-
ment drive full-page advertisements in the daily newspapers. Oftentimes 
framed by fluffy white clouds or with images of stairways to heaven, these 
advertisements present coiffed employees who deliver stilted testimoni-
als that are overwhelmingly interested in more. One reads, “In Trans
actel, I get the necessary tools and motivation to become more” (emphasis 
added).36 Another explains, “Helping young people on my team is my 
true passion. I am pleased to be a part of their personal and professional 
improvement. With time, seeing someone become more is quite reward-
ing” (emphasis added).37 Each confession ends with a rumbling evangeli-
cal mandate: Bring out the power in you.

This piqued interest in you — this repeated concern for you to become 
more — evidences how the practice of security (much like today’s corpora-
tion, much like today’s church) has become both flat and flexible.38 While 
the nineteenth-century prison constituted individuals as a single body to 
the advantage of the prison guard, and while the twentieth-century factory 
presumed labor’s natural inability to self-discipline, the call center invites 
the deported to recognize themselves as a “bundle of skills” in need of man-
agement.39 Punctuality is one such skill. Humility is one more. Empathy is 
yet another. To manage these ever-unruly skill sets, the deported undergo 
perpetual training. They cultivate their American accents, biting their 
lower lips for the letter v and popping their mouths for the letter b. They 
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memorize long lists of so-called power words, such as awesome and incred-
ible. They master sympathetic tones. “I understand that reliable internet 
service is important to you,” each repeats with affected conviction. Rooted 
in allegories of industrial religion, colored by the making of Christian free 
enterprise, today’s Guatemalan call centers splinter the deported into an 
array of skills that only the deported can manage — that only you can make 
more.40 No longer is the employer to his employees as the shepherd is to his 
flock. Instead, the deported themselves have become the shepherds; their 
skills have become the flock.41

This Foucauldian integration of self and power makes control, in the 
words of Gilles Deleuze, “continuous and without limit.”42 Nowhere is this 
more obvious, ethnographically speaking, than in those moments when the 
deported describe the very control to which they have become subject — the 
very freedom that controls them.43 “You know what the call center reminds 
me of?” Carlos asked the question while zigzagging through traffic. Cruis-
ing some of Guatemala City’s sketchier zones, he eventually answered his 
own query — just after explaining how his newfound faith in Christ has 
kept him from killing the man who shot him in the neck just one year ago. 
Leaning back in his seat, taking the wheel with one hand, he waxed, “For 
real, you know what it feels like when I’m hustlin’ throughout my day? 
Answering phones and gettin’ my shit done? It feels like prison. For real. 
It feels like prison ’cause I know what I got to do when I got to do it. And if 
I fuck up, they’re gonna put me in the hole. For real. It feels like I’m back 
upstate hustlin’.” A former member of Mara Salvatrucha, one of Central 
America’s most notorious gangs, Carlos spoke from experience. Born in 
Guatemala but raised in Los Angeles, in and out of correctional facilities 
for the last fifteen years, Carlos knows the hum of solitary confinement in 
a place like San Quentin as well as the blur of a Guatemalan prison riot in 
a hole like Pavonicto.44 Carlos is no stranger to containment. This is why 
I felt comfortable calling his bluff. “But you’re free,” I said. “Por favor,” 
he huffed. “I ain’t free. They fuckin’ watch me all the time.”

To Carlos’s credit, they do watch him all the time. Digital security 
cameras observe and record every square inch of call-center turf. Quality 
assurance managers also listen to and assess (in real time) an unspecified 
number of calls each day while Automatic Call Distribution Technology 
(ACDT) keeps the pace of work humming — with industry specific software 
generating, in the words of Ian Hacking, “an avalanche of numbers.”45 How 
many minutes does it take to resolve a customer complaint before lunch as 
opposed to after lunch? How many seconds does an employee spend in the 
bathroom every day? How many minutes, on average, are employees late 
during the rainy season? Supervisors chart this information with ease. The 
workstations themselves even function as ergonomically complete punch 
clocks. Employees click in and click out of their computers for forty-five-
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minute lunches, fifteen-minute breaks, and five minutes for the bathroom —  
not five minutes per trip but rather five minutes of “bathroom time” across a 
ten-hour shift. And an intricate swipe card system grants certain employees 
access to certain spaces while restricting other employees from other spaces. 
This is ultimately why a dense literature commonly invokes the Roman slave 
ship and the nineteenth-century prison while assessing the call center.46 
“Visibility,” Michel Foucault reminds us, “is a trap.”47

Critical interest in the panoptic, however, distracts from the ethno-
graphic fact that call centers do not watch the deported nearly as much as 
the deported come to watch themselves. This is the soul of security. This 
is security’s subjective turn. As call centers promote a near compulsive 
commitment to continuous self-improvement, as the practice of Central 
American security becomes increasingly concerned with the moral con-
stitution of the deported, an assemblage of Christian techniques and cor-
porate consciousness encourages a kind of introspective selfhood that is, 
in the words of Jean Comaroff, “capable of searching inner dialogue and 
free to commit itself to a moral career in the name of truth.”48 Perpetual 
training, promotion schemes, and call-center competitions, with winners 
receiving anything from iPods to buckets of Red Bull, constantly direct 
the deported to turn inward toward the self — until he or she stands face 
to face with the Protestant subject.

Few themes capture the ambivalent moral tenor of this inward turn 
better than the promotion and practice of punctuality and emotional self-
control. Both skills dominate the everyday lives of call-center employees; 
both punctuality and professionalism provide “an effective means of 
working on the self and a fitting medium for signaling its interior improve-
ments.”49 As management mobilizes missionary idioms to elevate speed, 
efficiency, and economy well past the practical and on to the theological, 
the deported come to watch themselves with a Benedictine appreciation 
for the clock as well as a monkish commitment to humility. “As a company, 
we want to advance Guatemala. It’s our mission,” a recruitment manager 
explains. “We want to make Guatemalans better. We want to make them 
more. Time is a big part of this. People come here, and they learn about 
time. They learn what it means to be on time. They learn what it means to 
respect time. Respecting time means respecting yourself and your neigh-
bor.” Time as a moral imperative structures the call-center context — in 
advertisements, on signage, in the middle of American accent training. 
One student overstayed his lunch break. His instructor scolded, “We are 
not just learning English here but also how to stay on a schedule. You get 
an hour for lunch right now. That’s a pretty sweet deal. On the floor, you 
only get forty-five minutes. Time is money and you need to take care of it.” 
Prudence, punctuality, and persistence — these Protestant virtues tether 
the political to the economic to the subjective.
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These corporately Christian values also yield observable practices. 
Excusing themselves from interviews because they have six minutes (rather 
than a more general, much softer five minutes) left in their lunch break, 
the deported cut their days into hours and then their hours into minutes. 
A onetime member of North Hollywood, a Los Angeles–based gang with 
outposts throughout Central America, offers a quick but representative 
riff. Now a born-again Christian, Andrés left Guatemala for Los Angeles 
when he was five years old. Deported some twenty years later, after fist-
fighting his way through the US prison system, Andrés now tames what 
he understands as his “divided self” with a Christian appreciation for 
punctuality. “What time you got?” Andrés asks, “I left my machine at 2:30. 
It’s 2:31. Is it 2:31 or 2:32? 2:31? Ok. I got forty-five minutes for lunch. So 
I got forty-four minutes left. It’ll take four minutes to get to Burger King 
and four minutes to get back. I need to use the bathroom. That’s like five 
minutes. What does that leave me? Shit. Like twenty-five minutes to eat. 
Right? A’ight. Let’s go.”

Andrés’s compulsive attention to time could be linked to an intri-
cate compensation package, one that docks a percentage of his paycheck 
with every second of work missed. But there is something more here than 
money. At the end of each month, as call centers print bonus checks by 
the thousands, an email circulates — one that lists the full name of each 
employee as well as his or her rate of attendance. The names of those 
below 97 percent appear in bright red. Of ethnographic interest is that this 
email produces a controlling dose of shame for those already marked by a 
hypermasculine hip-hop swagger that clashes with corporate culture. As 
if functioning as some adaptation of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter, 
these emails animate why church elders did not put Hester Prynne inside 
a prison but rather put the prison inside of Hester Prynne.50 Helpful, in 
fact, is the juxtaposition of Hawthorne’s stylized prose with Andrés’s alto-
gether raw assessment of these emails. Their visceral reactions correlate 
at a fundamental level, one that scholars of affect rightly understand as 
prediscursive but not presocial.51 As Hester Prynne places the letter A to 
her chest, she recounts how she “experienced a sensation not altogether 
physical, yet almost so, as of a burning heat . . . as if the letter were not of 
red cloth, but red-hot iron.”52 Andrés, on his name appearing in red for all 
to see, sighed, “It’s fuckin’ cold when they do that. For real. It makes me 
feel like shit. Makes me feel like I need to be better. I hate when they fuckin’ 
do that.” Instead of the foreman and his steam whistle lording over labor, 
instead of the prison guard gazing from afar, red ink and an avalanche of 
numbers prompt Andrés to manage his soul for something more.
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Humility

The problem, of course, is that becoming more is not easy. It never has 
been. Augustine of Hippo narrates as much in his Confessions, with the 
bounded will constituting Christianity’s most spectacular of moral dra-
mas.53 Yet the difficulty of it all has intensified, it would seem. While 
Augustine wrestled with pear trees, these deported men and women 
struggle with histories of sexual abuse, drug addiction, and extended peri-
ods of incarceration. Salvation has since steadied the lives of many, with 
big falls yielding even bigger redemptions; yet the call center nevertheless 
provides a somewhat surreal stage on which society expects the deported 
to perform Christian respectability. Wrenching cultural confrontations 
complicate the effort at every turn.54 The call center, to reference a pair 
of television shows, pulls these deported men and women from the set of 
The Wire and plants them (without a wardrobe change, without a new set 
of lines) onto the set of The Office.55 They are instructed by both min-
ister and manager alike to embody the Christian virtues of service and 
humility, but public subordination still chafes for those ordered to act 
like — at times to lie that — they live and work in Nashville, Tennessee, or 
in Tacoma, Washington. In some effort to assuage a culturally conserva-
tive clientele, one committed (at least in theory) to buying American, the 
deported must swallow the fact that they were of absolutely no use to the 
United States until the United States deported them. Now repatriated, 
they play the part of an American while getting paid like a Guatema-
lan — an irony that the deported do not miss. “They pay us shit,” a former 
member of Barrio 18 explains, “It’s shit money. [The call center] pays 
us $2.50 [USD] an hour. In Tacoma, I got paid $37.50 [USD] an hour 
working construction. $2.50 an hour?! It’s good for here. . . . [But] that’s 
shit money, man.”

Frustration turns to insult as the deported realize that their middle- 
class lives in Guatemala look absolutely nothing like middle-class lives in 
Los Angeles, California. “I used to have my own place in LA,” explains 
one employee. “It was nice. Big bedroom. I was making money. Running 
crystal [meth] between Vegas and LA. I miss it.” Cinderblock houses, cor-
rugated metal roofs, chickens underfoot — this is Guatemala’s professional 
class. And as their pirated cable television reminds them of what they are 
missing, from where they came, insult becomes injury as the work itself 
gets out of control — as the customers themselves get aggressive.

The very nature of customer service, as one might expect, invites a 
certain amount of abuse. “No one calls to say thank you,” a floor manager 
admits. But more than simple complaints, calls quickly and constantly 
escalate to outlandishly violent events. During heated disputes over credit 
card statements and primary billing addresses, over misplaced parcels 
and delayed deliveries, bigoted customers often ask the deported if they 
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are monkeys, if they live in trees. Baited by Spanish accents, by soft J’s 
and rolled R’s, customers invite the deported to go fuck themselves; they 
call the deported niggers and spics, wetbacks and fuckfaces. All the while 
management coaches the deported to respond with empathy, compassion, 
and emotional self-discipline. “Humility.” This is how Andrés answered 
my question about how he weathers such storms. “I’m not perfect,” he 
added. “No one is. I just try to be humble. To be faithful and humble. It’s 
hard, man. For real. I make mistakes. They make mistakes. I’m no robot. 
You know? It’s hard. It hurts me. Real bad. But I try to be humble and 
just serve the person.”

This language of selfless service braids the material demands of a 
post-Fordist economy with the new-age rhetoric of Christian servitude.56 
Customer service manuals, quality assurance supervisors, and a seemingly 
endless cycle of training sessions now frame humility as a heroic venture 
against the darker side of humanity. All invite the deported to corral 
their unwieldy instincts for something more. A representative call-center 
handbook pleads with the employee to avoid (“at all costs”) the four Fs: 
fretting, flailing, fuming, and freaking out. In their stead, the handbook asks 
them to choose — to recognize that they have the power to choose — an 
“optimal lifestyle.” Seven daily practices define this vision of optimal liv-
ing, one that links the cultivation of the body with the moral maintenance 
of the soul. These seven daily practices are (1) do not smoke, (2) do not 
consume caffeine, (3) do not drink alcohol, (4) relax fifteen minutes a day, 
(5) exercise twenty minutes a day, (6) consume no more than 30 percent  
of daily calories in the form of fat, and (7) consume twenty to thirty grams 
of fiber a day.57 This optimal lifestyle, the handbook insists, generates an 
optimal attitude, which in turn fosters optimal service. It is this very logic 
that organized the development of managerial discourse, of industrial 
betterment itself, allowing a range of Protestant reformers, from Glad-
den to Haymaker, to link rituals of consumption and moral posture with 
the demands of industrial labor. Eat right, drink less, walk more, they 
preached. Bring out the power in you, they insisted.

These same themes of service and humility structured a sermon that 
Andrés and I had witnessed just a few days earlier. In fact, moments before 
the pastor invited Andrés to tell his own story of salvation, to deliver an 
hour-long testimony about persistence and progress, he lauded the Chris-
tian duty to serve, to understand (with humility) that no one is perfect, 
that no one is a robot. Shuttling between the themes of crack and cubicles 
as well as redemption and renewal, Andrés pitched his testimony broadly 
to everyone in the church that night. But his real target, he would later 
admit, was a young man named Mario. Raised in the United States but 
deported from Los Angeles in 2002, this former gang member had spent 
the last five years on the streets of Guatemala City, where he slept, stole, 
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and smoked — be it crack, PCP, or marijuana. One month sober, in and out 
of Christian rehabilitation centers for more than a year, Mario twitched 
from withdrawals as his language skills landed him a back-office job for 
a major multinational corporation, one that promised upward mobility, 
expendable income, and self-fulfillment. Hope swelled. This is why, soon 
after the service, with the aftertaste of revelry still shifting his weight from 
foot to foot, Mario explained:

I’m gonna be at this job for five years. Minimum. Five years. I’m gonna 
work every day, man. [He puts an imaginary phone to his ear.] “Hello, can 
I have your tracking number, please? Oh, you are experiencing a problem 
with your delivery? Let me see how I may help you?” I’m gonna work this. 
Five years, man. At least. I mean, I’m gonna work and then be manager 
or supervisor or whatever. This is a good job. This is good money. I’m not 
gonna go back to the streets. No fuckin’ way, man. No fuckin’ way. And I 
know Jesus will help me.

Later into the night, after I had attended not one but two services 
with Mario, his confidence began to wane. Emotionally exhausted, driv-
ing along a poorly lit highway, his spirits drooped as his thoughts turned 
to his first paycheck:

I’m kinda nervous about having all that money, man. I mean, I’m not the 
kind of guy who does well with all that kind of money. I mean, take that guy 
right there. You give him some money and he’s gonna buy a burger and go 
to the movies. That guy over there? He’s gonna buy some donuts or some-
thing. But, that [other] guy? He’s gonna get lost. He gonna get some crack 
and just get lost. I’m that guy, man. That’s why I’m at church. I’m making 
a fresh start. I’m gonna go to church. I’m gonna go to work. I’m gonna go 
home. That’s what I’m gonna do. And I need to do it all [at once]. None of 
this step-by-step stuff. This poco a poco bullshit. If I don’t change totally, 
I’ll be back into it again. I’ll be back on the streets smokin’ crack and jackin’ 
people for cell phones.

One week later, Mario handed his entire paycheck over to his brother 
for safekeeping. Also a deported ex – gang member who found Jesus at about 
the same time that he found work at a call center, Mario’s brother promised 
to dole out the money at a responsible clip while also setting some money 
aside to pay for Mario’s rent, activate his cell phone, and buy Mario a 
kitchen stove. This effort, planned weeks in advance, resonated with the 
kind of individual responsibilities advocated by not just church elders and 
faithful coworkers but also onsite sales representatives who spend their 
days peddling credit cards to call-center employees.

The problem is that Mario’s plan did not work. Mario cashed his 
paycheck late one Friday afternoon and delivered, as planned, the money 
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to his brother — but not before taking a bigger cut than he had originally 
intended. Mario quickly burned through that money in a matter of hours, 
asked his brother for more money, and then burned through that money 
as well. Within twenty-four hours, Mario had smoked his entire paycheck, 
stretching a late night into a week-long bender. Having never returned to 
work, having for all intents and purposes disappeared, Mario last spoke 
to me over the phone. He was working on a coffee plantation just outside 
of Guatemala City, where it sounded like he was living hard and drinking 
harder. His plan, he told me, was to return to the city to find work at a dif-
ferent call center. Yet I have not heard from Mario since. His father tells me 
that he left the plantation shortly after we last spoke, but his brother, still 
employed by a call center, has no idea where he is. His former roommate, a 
fellow ex – gang member and close friend from Los Angeles, says the same.

To be fair, Mario could be anywhere. He could be working at a differ-
ent plantation, holed up in another rehabilitation center, or hustling crack 
in the capital. He could also have made another break for the United States. 
But each of these scenarios seems unlikely, given how small the country can 
feel and how violent it has become. Someone would have heard from him 
by now. Someone would have seen him. This is why family and friends, 
until proven otherwise, assume that Mario is dead.

Inconceivable as it is indicative, painful as it is predictable, Mario’s 
disappearance, maybe even death, is tragic. Yet, sadly, it is not altogether 
unusual. While an increasing number of deported ex – gang members find 
their professional groove within this rapidly growing industry, with their 
Christianity syncing smoothly with the moral demands of corporate cul-
ture, many more do not make it. They return to gang life, fall back into 
addiction, or simply lose faith — in Jesus, in themselves, in life. Here one 
day, many are gone the next. Management, in response, does not blink. 
They are not paid to blink, they insist. Instead they troll the airports look-
ing for more talent. “The ones that we fight for are the mojados [wetbacks],” 
the director of human resources admitted. “They are the most valuable 
here. Because they have perfect English. Perfect. We can place them in 
any account. We find them in the airport.”

Life Itself

The call center’s laissez-faire approach to human capital would seem to 
demand a righteous response, one that relies on the power of critique.58 
Much could be said along these lines, of course. Both Mario and Andrés 
have been jerked around by powerful economies for far too long. Yet it 
is important to note that the strength of critique tends to evade the less 
comfortable possibility of implication — of not simply the idea that we 
all participate in global capitalism but also the ethnographic fact that 
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deported ex – gang members tend to want (at times, desperately need) 
call-center jobs. Critiquing call centers into oblivion flattens the fact that 
these positions provide calm ports amid unthinkably turbulent storms as 
well as some much-needed dignity. “I remember I was on the eighth floor 
of Transactel,” explained a born-again Christian and onetime member of 
Barrio 18. “That’s near the airport. And I was on the eighth floor [look-
ing out the windows]. And I remember I had a mug, right, a coffee mug. 
And I was on the eighth floor with the mug, and I could see all the gar-
bage trucks, right, and I start crying. ’Cause it was raining. I start crying 
because I remember I was working, under the rain, the year before [as a 
garbage collector]. And I could see the trash truck pass by. . . . I could 
see myself, sitting, inside the truck, behind there. Just, like, wondering, 
what God was going to do with my life.” Pushed to Los Angeles at three 
years of age, deported on gang charges seventeen years later, he flailed in 
Guatemala. McDonald’s rejected him. “When I landed in Guatemala, I 
decided to do something I would never do in LA. . . . Work at McDon-
ald’s. Cause McDonald’s sucks in LA, right? It’s the worst job you can 
get. To work at a fast-food restaurant? But when I got there, what do you 
think they told me? They said, ‘You got tattoos, pal. We are not accepting 
people with tattoos.’ ” Years later, after gathering Guatemala’s garbage, he 
found himself overlooking the city — from the eighth floor, in a pressed 
shirt, and with a warm cup of coffee. Emotions grabbed him. “And I 
would just see myself right there [in the garbage truck], and like, I just 
broke down. And, and people [at Transactel] would be like, ‘hey, are you 
OK?’ I just . . . and I would be like, I just. . . . I can’t believe how good, 
how good God is. God has been wonderful, man.” It is this wonder, this 
potential for dignity, that makes the call center more complicated than 
some crass distinction between right and wrong.59 This is why radical 
critique (at least for now) will have to give way to what Fiona Terry has 
called a “second best world.”60 This is a world in which call centers crave 
the very self-regulating subjectivities that Central American security offi-
cials covet and that new forms of Christianity help cultivate.

In critique’s stead, in the spirit of a conclusion, a nuanced observa-
tion comes into focus about Christianity, corporatism, and control in the 
practice of Central American security. It is an observation that shifts this 
analysis from the ethnographic to the political, from this article’s guiding 
question (how?) to a more pointed matter (to what effect?). To what effect, 
this conclusion asks, have call centers become viable spaces of control in a 
postwar context that can be obviously and perpetually out of control? The 
answer pursued here begins with the fact that the soul of security provides 
a softer approach to the deported than ever before. Again, jobs, not jails; 
control, not containment — this is the move. But, by turning toward the 
subjective, by availing the soul to the practice of security, a growing num-
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ber of men and women come to be understood not as a menace to society 
but rather as unsound and unproductive — as expendable. The call center 
(as a supremely soft security scheme) has come to define life itself along 
some rather Christian coordinates. If humble, punctual, and patient, then 
the call center rewards the deported — with bonuses, corporate swag, and 
training programs that bring out the power in you. Yet, if prideful or undis-
ciplined, if reckless or rough, the deported disappear — they are, in fact, 
allowed to disappear, to vanish without a trace. Their divided souls — the 
very souls that the call center makes legible through a corporately Christian 
register — end up justifying their disappearance as well as a socially accept-
able lack of concern for those never seen again. The soul of security, in the 
end, advances a set of criteria by which a range of social actors assesses 
the deported as either out of control or in control, as either lost or found. 

Take the lead-up to Mario’s first paycheck. In between church ser-
vices, on his day off, Mario found himself the subject of an intervention. 
Organized by coworkers and fellow churchgoers, riddled with shouting 
matches and long bouts of weeping, the meeting eventually ended in frus-
tration. Mario ultimately left the room to clear his head while Andrés talked 
to me about preparing Mario for payday. He explained, “You gotta know 
how to talk to these cats. You can’t just get up in their face and talk down 
to them. You see how he was gettin’ all frustrated and angry? I just calmed 
’im down. I was like ‘check yourself, bro.’ And then I was like pow! You can’t 
talk to them when they are all frustrated. They aren’t gonna listen. You 
gotta wait until their heart is open.” That Andrés participated (along with 
Mario) in the governance of Mario well outside the reach of not just the 
call center but also the nation-state evidences an ever-expanding security 
apparatus, one that extends into the everyday lives of the deported. This is 
what Mariana Valverde has called “the democratization of the pastoral.”61 
The soul of security shoulders an increasing number of individuals with not 
simply new responsibilities (e.g., Mario) but also new domains of control 
(e.g., Mario’s heart). 

Yet, the constitution of the soul as the very terrain upon which 
individuals practice security also reframes the criteria by which these 
individuals assess these new responsibilities and these new domains of 
control. Again, the case of Mario proves instructive. One month after the 
intervention, catching Mario’s floor manager on his break, I asked what had 
happened. “To Mario?” he asked. “He didn’t come to work. . . . It happens 
all the time. It’s not my problem. Why [did he leave]? No idea. I guess his 
heart wasn’t into it.” To the manager’s credit, he quickly substantiated this 
otherwise flippant comment with rows of numbers, each making legible 
the quality of Mario’s heart. On a sliding scale from 1 to 100, Mario’s 
heart had been mapped along the lines of rudeness, politeness, customer 
rapport, professionalism, personal responsibility, tone, and accent. That 
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each metric seemed to confirm the manager’s suspicion is not the issue; that 
we sat there together reading Mario’s heart across a morass of numbers, 
however, is. These moral metrics, the very ones by which management 
controls employees, bring the soul of the deported into being; they make 
the deported (by way of the soul) both governable and self-governing.62 
Yet, these numbers also frame not just the deported but also security more 
generally as a matter of having a heart that is either “open” or not, that 
is either “into it” or not. This is a significant development for a postwar 
context long defined by a strong-fisted approach to delinquency. The wrath 
of the sovereign now competes against much softer efforts at control. From 
informal death squads to the politics of self-improvement, from over-
crowded prisons to “bringing out the power in you,” the call center allows 
the practice of security to nest onto the surface of the heart — to bury itself 
deep inside the soul. Whether this approach proves effective, in some kind 
of criminological sense, is not yet clear. It may never be clear. Obvious, 
though, is that the Christian underpinnings of this corporate construction 
provide a moral mechanism by which to determine the value of life itself. 
Mario’s heart, for example, “wasn’t into it.” The numbers say as much. 
This is why management did not blink when he disappeared. They just 
counted him as lost and then headed back to the airport.
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