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A B S T R AC T

The present thesis provides a throughout discussion of the emergence of the

Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC), a prison gang based in São Paulo, Brazil.

Its main goal is to analyse how this criminal group selects its potential

members. The work starts with a review of the recent literature on prison

culture and gangs, with special emphasis on the Brazilian contributions to

the field. Then it presents the first historical account of the PCC in the

English language since previous research has been solely conducted in Por-

tuguese. Lastly, the thesis offers a simple game-theoretical model to analyse

both the incentives for a criminal to join a prison gang and how the PCC has

been able to hire competent criminals under conditions of uncertainty and

information asymmetry. The model suggest three findings. First, it stresses

the role of informers in the gang’s recruitment process. Informers allow

the prison gang to keep a lower entry cost, so the gang can attract a larger

pool of applicants and still be able to select competent candidates. Second,

it indicates that there are cases in which joining a prison gang is not the

best option for an inmate. When the detainee has enough skills to endure

prison conditions by himself, the prisoner might be better off if he decides

to “go it alone” and devote his ability exclusively to his own survival. Third,

the models confirms the idea that the prison gang is not only a “school of

crime”, but perhaps most importantly, a highly effective screening device.

Prison gangs increase the welfare of the inmates by providing an extremely

valuable public good: reliable information. Public policies implications and

possible extensions of the current study are also discussed.
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Part I

P C C : T H E O RY A N D H I S T O RY

The purpose of the following part is threefold. In the first chapter

I introduce the thesis’ main subject, the Primeiro Comando da
Capital (PCC), a prison gang based in São Paulo, Brazil, and dis-

cuss the puzzle that motivated this work. Later I review the

recent literature on prison culture and gangs, emphasising the

Brazilian contributions to the field. Then I present a history of

the PCC, which will provide subsidies for the formal model to

be developed in the second part.





1
I N T R O D U C T I O N

All human behaviour is scheduled and programmed through rational-
ity. There is a logic of institutions and in behaviour and in political
relations. In even the most violent ones there is a rationality. What is
most dangerous in violence is its rationality. Of course violence itself is
terrible. But the deepest root of violence and its permanence come out
of the form of the rationality we use. The idea had been that if we live
in the world of reason, we can get rid of violence. This is quite wrong.
Between violence and rationality there is no incompatibility.

– Michel Foucault, The Truth is in the Future.

On th February , Brazil’s richest state was brought to a halt. In

one ordinary Sunday afternoon, the Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC

hereafter) unexpectedly challenged the government forces and took over

 prisons across the state of São Paulo (Biondi, , ). According

to official estimates, about , prisoners joined the rebellion, and in a

single penitentiary, , inmates held more than , civilians as host-

ages, amongst them , children (Terra, ). The convicts protested

against the transference of PCC leaders from the capital to the countryside.

To organise what became known as “the megarebellion”, they had been

using smuggled mobile phones (Montandon, ). Heavily-armed govern-

ment troops later stormed the prisons, and after hours of negotiations and

the eventual use of lethal force ( inmates were killed), the criminal organ-

isation was finally contained. Nevertheless, the damage to the government’s

reputation had already been done. It was clear to everyone – the media,

public officials, citizens – that the PCC was a social force not to be ignored.

As summarised by Amorim (, ), in , the PCC “[. . . ] publicly

 Portuguese for “First Command of the Capital”, the capital being the city of São Paulo. All
abbreviations mentioned in this text, alongside their respective translations into English,
are listed on page xi.


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declared their hegemony over the prison system in São Paulo. A hegemony

backed up by the magnitude of the rebellion itself [. . . ].”

Five years later, the PCC performed yet another show of force. Between

May and June , the Comando organised a series of attacks in no less

than  prisons,  of them in other states. The violence also spread outside

the prison walls. According to the Secretary of Public Security (SSP), PCC-

affiliated members burned  buses, bombed  bank branches, killed 
and wounded  police officers and penitentiary agents in  attacks to

public buildings in the city of São Paulo alone (Folha de São Paulo, a;

Terra, ).

Figure : PCC Rebellion in 

The two rebellions have led to heated debates about the role of prison

reform in the society (Dias, a, ). Brazil’s incarcerated population

has skyrocketed in the last decades, and São Paulo provides perhaps the

best example of such steady increase. The country currently has the fourth

largest incarceration population in the world with around , pris-

oners. São Paulo alone holds around , convicts (% of the total)

 Source: Associated Press. The banners read “PCC, peace, justice and freedom”, and
“against oppression”. Regarding the  written on the wall, the letter P is the th and
C is the rd in the Brazilian alphabet, whereby  means PCC. Except otherwise noted,
all translations from Portuguese to English are my own.

 This number is only smaller than those of the United States (. million inmates), China
(.million) and Russia (,) (Agência Brasil, ).
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and adds another , inmates to the official statistics every year (Brasil

de Fato, ). The trend can be seen in Figure  below. The massive

growth in incarceration rates has created serious problems to the Brazilian

prison system: overcrowding, staff shortage, and inadequate legal services,

sanitation and health care present in virtually every penitentiary of the

country (Darke, , ).

Brazil

São Paulo
100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012
Years

Nu
mb

er 
of 

Inm
ate

s

Figure : Prison Population (–)

Furthermore, as in other parts of the country (Zaluar, ), the vast

majority of prisoners in São Paulo are black and from low social strata

(Adorno and Salla, , ), groups with few economic opportunities apart

from those offered by illicit markets. In this regard, prison gangs are

not only important for protection, but also for being able to reduce the

“income loss” suffered by an individual if he is put behind bars. The PCC

was explicitly structured around this principle: its internal statute clearly

 Source: Own authorship with data provided by the Brazilian Ministry of Justice. Stable
links: http://bit.ly/rImlPE and http://bit.ly/ixhYz [Access: th April ]. All
graphs displayed in this thesis were created with R statistical language version .. (R
Core Team, ) and the ggplot package version ... (Wickham, ). Reproducible
code for the figures are included in the Appendix A.

 Brazil was a slave country until , and racial prejudice has never been absent in the
country. While blacks currently comprise % of the Brazilian population (Secretaria de
Assuntos Estratégicos, ), they make % of homicide victims and % of the total
number of convicts in the country (Waiselfisz, ). As described by Adorno (, ),
“[. . . ] crime is not exclusive to the black population, but punishment seems to be.”

http://bit.ly/1rImlPE
http://bit.ly/1ixhY8z
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declares that “[. . . ] those who are in liberty [should contribute] to the broth-

ers inside prisons [PCC members] through lawyers, money, help to family

members and prison outbreak operations” (Folha de São Paulo, ). By

giving economic incentives to other inmates, the PCC can expand their

cadres and increase the general welfare of the inmates. In a region where

inequality is rampant and the state has thus far failed to properly address

the issue of poverty (Chiavegatto Filho et al., ; Marques, ), the

fact that the PCC currently provides food supplies, financial assistance,

medicines, private health care, and legal advice (Defesanet, ) makes

the organisation notably attractive for a large number of inmates.

It has also been noted that the PCC significantly contributed to the re-

duction in violence within São Paulo’s prison system. At least since the

mid-s, the group has been able to emerge as an undisputed mediator

and solve conflicts between inmates. Dias (b, ) affirms that “[. . . ]

when unable to constitute a universal source of regulation, the official law

leaves gaps which are filled by informal instances – such as the Primeiro

Comando da Capital (PCC), in the prisons of São Paulo.” The gang has

implemented informal courts that resemble state institutions, and those

“debates” – how such illegal tribunals are called – have progressively re-

placed other forms of “popular justice” such as lynchings and hiring of

target killers (Feltran, , ). Moreover, the Comando has developed a

series of assertive ways to verbally terrorise inmates. Since the PCC’s threats

are credible, such meetings with actual or potential undisciplined members

are effective deterrence factors.

The rise of the PCC has also brought other positive changes to public

security. The city of São Paulo, capital of the state of the same name, was

knowingly one of the most violent places in the world. Nevertheless, São

Paulo has experienced a drastic reduction in homicides over the past years.

A number of authors argue that the establishment of the PCC as the city’s

(and the state’s) major drug gang has accounted for most of the decline in

murders in the metropolis. Biondi () and Dias (), for instance,

note that the PCC has instituted a policy that explicitly forbids the use of

lethal violence as a means to settle disputes between members and severely

punishes those who refuse to abide by that rule (Jozino, ). Since poor

young males have the highest risk of being both victims of murder in São

 The original term is spelt the same way in Portuguese, debates (Feltran, , ).
 The practice is known within and outside PCC circles as dar um psicológico, “to put

psychological [pressure]” (Marques, ).
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Paulo and members of the PCC, the correlation between the emergence of

the cartel and the drop in homicide rates seems plausible. Figure  shows

the evolution of murder rates in the city of São Paulo.

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

2000 2002 2004 2006
Year

Ho
mi

cid
es

Figure : Homicides in São Paulo (–)

Curiously, the PCC has managed to accomplish all those goals while rep-

resenting less than % of São Paulo’s inmate population (BBC Brasil, ;
Veja, b). The task is indeed impressive if one keeps in mind that crim-

inals face enormous challenges when trying to provide private governance

(Sheptycki, ). Given the constant fear of being arrested by the police

(Williams, ), criminals encounter several problems to identify their

peers and communicate with each other (Gambetta, , xii). Also, as a

result of the inherently violent nature of many illegal activities, attempts

to establish bonds of trust between criminals are rare and likely to fail

(Liebling and Arnold, ; Von Lampe and Ole Johansen, ). Due

to these obstacles, criminal networks are an intriguing object of study for

those interested in cooperation issues and the role of violence, incentives

and signals as credible commitments in social groups (Campana and Varese,

; Densley, ; Freeman, ).

 Source: Own authorship. Data collected by the Centre for the Study of Violence at the
University of São Paulo. Stable link: http://bit.ly/SgqjB [Access: th March ].

http://bit.ly/Sg7qjB
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This poses two clear questions that so far have not been addressed by

the specialised literature on the PCC. First, why is not every detainee a

PCC member? Since the PCC is able to considerably ameliorate prison

conditions, why would someone prefer not to join the gang? “Going alone”

seems to be an irrational strategy to all inmates, so why would they adopt

it? Second, how can the PCC find a “competent” criminal to join its ranks

in such a violent, uncertain environment as the prison? As any other or-

ganisation or firm, the PCC knows that “qualified candidates” are a scarce

resource, and the group wants to select qualified mobsters and reject bad

ones. But how can the gang do so if criminals have strong incentives to hide

their intentions and lie about their skills?

In the present thesis, I develop a formal model to address these lacunae

in the recent literature. Game theory is a useful tool to evaluate deductive

logic and test causal mechanisms, specially in situations where first-hand in-

formation is either unavailable or too risky to obtain. However, while those

methods are now widely employed in international relations and compar-

ative politics (e.g. Bueno De Mesquita et al., ; Fearon, ; McCarty

and Meirowitz, ), their use is still notably limited in criminal studies.

With noteworthy exceptions (Dixit, ; Lessing, ), formal theorists

have so far largely ignored prison gangs. With regards to the PCC, there is

not a single study that uses formal modelling to evaluate the operations of

the cartel, even though some of the topics related to the organisation could

be translated into mathematical terms. This work aims to partially fill this

gap.

In chapter  I offer a brief review of the recent literature on prison culture

and gangs, emphasising the Brazilian contributions to the topic. Chapter 
presents a short history of the Primeiro Comando da Capital, which to the

best of my knowledge has not yet been published in the English language.

In chapter  I develop a simple formal model discussing under what con-

dition inmates would decide to join the criminal organisation and how the

PCC is able to successfully select potential candidates. Based upon the ra-

tional theory of crime and on qualitative evidence, I intend to present a gen-

eral framework to understand the problems of individual choice regarding

a criminal organisation, and decision-making under conditions of extreme

uncertainty. Both analyses are knowingly modest, but they represent new

contributions to the field.



2
L I T E R AT U R E R E V I E W

Chaos is merely order waiting to be deciphered.
– José Saramago, The Double.

Scholars have long been interested in the culture of prisons (Hunt et al.,

, ). As other subjects in modern sociology and political science

(Hoffmann, ; Munck and Snyder, ), prison studies started as a

mainly American discipline. Therefore, this chapter begins with a brief

discussion on the American literature on prison culture and gangs, followed

by a review of recent texts on the PCC, largely written in Brazil and so far

accessible only in Portuguese.

. theoretical models of prison behaviour

The study of inmate culture can be traced back to the s (Glaser, )
when Clemmer () published his pioneer work on inmate life in a max-

imum security prison in the United States. The author argued that inmate

behaviour is a function of the prison environment, and that this structural

condition determines inmates’ attitudes and mores (Craddock, , ).
An important concept formulated by Clemmer (, ) is prisonisation,

which describes the fact that inmates progressively adopt the subculture

of prisons, itself established in order to cope with the difficulties of being

incarcerated. Sykes () expands the “prisionisation theory” and affirms

that, although not as totalising as suggested by Clemmer, such process oc-

curs regardless of the type or location of the prison, and that “this value

system takes the form of an explicit inmate code, which is used as a guide for

behaviour in inmates’ relations with fellow prisoners and guards. Therefore,

the inmate code summarises the behavioural expectations of the inmates’

 Also known as “deprivation theory”. See, amongst others, McCorkle et al. ().





 literature review

social system” (Paterline and Petersen, , ). In a similar vein, other

authors also emphasised that the prison is a “total” (Goffman, ) or

a “complete and austere” institution (Foucault, ). Foucault stressed

that Western penal systems had undergone a series of changes over the last

centuries, changing its focus from physical punishment of offenders to the

use of the prison discipline as a correction measure. In this regard, the

author inserts the prison in a network of modern institutions devoted to

promote discipline in the Western society (e. g. schools, hospitals, factories,

the military), and asserts that the prison system has been used to create a

new class of outcasts by severely punishing what was previously considered

petty, minor crimes.

Thus, according to the deprivation theory, the defining characteristic of

the prison is that the authorities control all aspects of the inmates’ lives

tightly, and their subculture is therefore a reflex of such conditions (Becker,

).
Recently, scholars have proposed a more nuanced version of this argu-

ment (Davies, ; Thomas et al., ; Zamble and Porporino, ).
Critics of the prisionisation theory posit that no convict enters a correction

facility as a tabula rasa: detainees always bring some of their previous cul-

ture and habits into the prison system (Huebner, , ). Irwin and

Cressey (, –), for instance, suggest that “[. . . ] much of the inmate

behaviour classified as part of the prison culture is not peculiar to the prison

at all”, and “the behaviour of the great majority of men arrested or convicted

varies sharply from any “criminal code” which might be identified”. Cao

et al. () and Harer and Steffensmeier () elaborate on this idea and

affirm that there is a continuous exchange between prisoners and the out-

side world, and DeLisi (, ) notes that many individuals engage and

even expand their illegal activities within the jail system. Gambetta (),
in his turn, writes that the penitentiaries are actually a very important

tool for criminals to create bonds, assess credible information, and solve

coordination problems. Thus, far from being mere reactive agents within a

monolithic total institution, prisoners are part of a dynamic environment,

formed not only by the structural constrains inmates face, but also by their

independent actions (Passos, ).

 Goffman’s work was not particularly concerned with prisons (his book describes the habits
of mental patients), but due to the fact that both prisons and asylums were then considered
similar examples of total institutions, his ideas were soon used to the analyse everyday
practises in jails (Farrington, ).
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. research on prison gangs

Although most of the available information about detainees has been gener-

ated through prison staff (Fong and Buentello, ; Gaes et al., ), there

is also a burgeoning literature on prison gangs, the most common form of

inmate association. Broadly defined, prison gangs are “organisations which

operate within the prison system as a self perpetuating criminally oriented

entity, consisting of a select group of inmates who have established an

organised chain of command and are governed by an established code of

conduct” (Lyman, ,  apud DeLisi et al., , ). This definition

can be easily extended by asking under what conditions and in what ways
gangs institutionalise their practice and maintain internal order. As de-

scribed by Sobel and Osoba (, ), much of the literature on gang

creation derives from early works on government formation. Based upon

the seminal contributions of Nozick () and Buchanan (), several

authors have highlighted the relationship between anarchy – at least at the

local level – and the demand for protection as the main driver of gang

formation (Bandiera, ; Konrad and Skaperdas, ; Skaperdas, ;
Skaperdas and Syropoulos, ). The main idea behind this line of thought

is that gangs are a sort of “embryonic state”. Sobel () summarises this

line of thought:

That literature suggests that within a society without law and

order, individuals are under constant threat of being victims of

aggression and crime, and small ‘gangs’ evolve to provide protec-

tion services to people. By forming groups, people who cannot

protect themselves individually can be more secure; an attack

on a single member would result in group retaliation. In other

words, individuals form gangs for the same reason that national

governments form mutual defence alliances such as NATO.

 There is no universal understanding of what constitutes a crime (Gillani et al., ;
Hirschi and Gottfredson, ), and lawyers, economists and sociologists have offered
a myriad of definitions to the phenomenon (Henry and Lanier, ). In this thesis, I
adopt the definition provided by Becker (), which states that a criminal offence is any
action that makes the individual run the risk of being condemned to a penalty. Foucault
( []) comments that Becker’s definition is not grounded in law, but rather in a
rational cost-benefit analysis: punishment is nothing more than a price to be estimated
and paid by the (potential) criminal (Dilts, ; Donohue, ). The author also notes
that Becker () marks the foundation of the neoliberal approach to crime, where the
homo œconomicus is brought to the centre of criminal studies. Consequently, this definition
conforms to the tenets of rational choice theory.
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Sobel and Osoba () point out that the failure of government to protect

property rights from violence committed by youth has led to the creation

and expansion of youth gangs, a phenomenon which also happens in pris-

ons. Similarly, Skarbek () writes about how the Mexican Mafia enforces

deals and protects property rights in prisons of Los Angeles. The author’s

main contribution is to analyse how the gang managed to establish a tax

structure that enables them to create governance institutions that mitigate

market failures and can be mobilised to protect its members.

Gangs also work as informal “power brokers” to facilitate negotiations

between two parts. Gambetta () and Bandiera (), in two classic

works about the Sicilian mafia, emphasise that the key business of the mafi-

osi is not crime per se, but protection and mediation. Gond et al. (, )
write that

In societies with inadequate governance and/or low levels of

mutual trust (e.g., underdeveloped or emerging economies char-

acterised by ’weak states’), both parties involved in a market

transaction might opt for Mafia protection as guarantee, invest-

ing it thus with the role of a profit-making intermediary.

Varese () indicates that the Russian mafia operates a similar system

of property rights protection. The author charts the emergence of the Rus-

sian mafia in the context of the transition to a new market economy, where

the abilities of the Russian state to define property rights and protect con-

tracts were still notably weak and there was a strong demand for third-party

mediators and law enforcers.

Drawing upon the literature on social trust and signalling (Cook et al.,

; Schelling, , ), Campana and Varese () unpack the role

of threats on criminal organisations and describe how violence serves as a

credible commitment amongst Italian and Russian mobsters. Although not

specifically targeted at prison gangs, their research offers many insights on

why criminal organisations use violence.

Leeson and Skarbek () write about an interesting and so far under-

studied topic: the role of constitutions in gangs. The authors present a case

study of La Nuestra Familia, a prison gang based in Los Angeles. The authors

state that prison gangs use constitutions for three purposes: First, crim-

inal constitutions promote consensus by creating common knowledge about

what the gang and other criminals can expect of each other. Second, consti-

tutions are also clearly designed to control individual behaviour and foster
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collaboration between members. Finally, criminal constitutions generate

information about member misconduct and coordinate the enforcement of

rules that prohibit such behaviour. In contrast to the general perception on

criminal organisations, outlaws have strong incentives to abide by their con-

stitutions since they “greatly reduce the potential for intra-organisational

conflicts” (Leeson and Skarbek, , ).
In a recent working paper, Lessing () shows that common state re-

sponses such as crackdowns and harsher sentencing can actually strengthen

prison gangs’ leverage over outside actors. He argues that the recent in-

crease in encarceration rates in Mexico, Brazil and the United States have

given more power to prison gangs, since there is higher demand for pro-

tection in the penal system. “Zero-tolerance” policies, in this sense, have

reduced crime on the streets, but have made prison gangs powerful chal-

lengers to the state institutions.

There are also several case studies on prison gangs. In the United States,

there are plenty of texts on the Mexican Mafia (Blatchford, ; Maguire,

; Morrill, ; Rafael, ), La Nuestra Familia (Hunt et al., ;
Koehler, ; Lewis, ), Mara Salvatrucha (Etter Sr, ; Fogelbach,

; Grascia, ; O’Neill, ; Wolf, ), and the Aryan Brotherhood

(Pelz et al., ; Price, ). Elsewhere, academic research on prison

gangs is also growing. There is a sizable literature on gangs from South

Africa (Dissel and Ellis, ; Houston and Prinsloo, ; Lötter, ),
Central America (Bruneau et al., ; Miguel Cruz, ; Sullivan, ),
and even from Sweden (Larsson and Wierup, ). Such studies describe,

sometimes with a great amount of detail, how gangs have come to being in

their respective countries and point out the inner workings of those criminal

organisations.

Studies on Brazilian gangs deserve special attention in this thesis. Al-

though they are still not numerous, there has been a growing interest in the

workings of the two largest Brazilian gangs, Rio de Janeiro’s Comando Ver-

melho (CV) and São Paulo’s Primeiro Comando da Capital. Unfortunately,

the literature is mostly comprised by texts in Portuguese, what makes it

virtually inaccessible to foreign researchers. In the next section, I provide a

brief summary of the recent academic contribution to the topic based upon

a review included in Dias (). I also comment how the present thesis

can help to fill the gaps in prison gang studies in Brazil.
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. literature on são paulo’s prison gangs

Regarding the Brazilian academic contribution to the prison gang literature,

Dias (, ) notes that although the number of texts analysing empir-

ical aspects of criminal organisations is still small, it is slowly increasing.

Not only is there now an important line of works written by investigative

journalists on how gangs are formed and maintain internal order (Amorim,

; Barcellos, ; Jozino, ; Souza, ), but there is also a growing

scholarly literature on drug trafficking in Rio de Janeiro (Lessing, ;
Zaluar, ), on the rebellions within São Paulo’s prison system (Adorno

and Salla, ; Resende and Aquotti, ; Salla, ), the role of police

intelligence in the fight against crime (Mingardi, ), the relationship

between organised crime and the prison system (Pietá and Pereira, ;
Porto, ; Ramalho, ), and what matters the most for the present

thesis, on the origins and inner workings of the PCC (Biondi, ; Dias,

a, ; Marques, ).
Thompson () is probably the first author to deal with “the penal

question” in Brazil. Highly influenced by the aforementioned idea of pri-
sionisation (Clemmer, ), Thompson indicates that “the culture of pris-

ons” is what enables inmates to cope with the hardships of incarceration.

However, as such habits are internalised, they make it extremely difficult

for a former detainee to go back to life outside of the prison. Moreover,

once the prisoner has to adopt the mores of the penal system, it is clear that

the prison system does not perform its main task: the re-socialisation of the

inmate (Silva Gonçalves and Luiz de Araujo, ). In this regard, the penal

system is in a state of perpetual crisis.

Another pioneering work was written by Ramalho (). The author

conducted extensive fieldwork in São Paulo’s largest prison and discussed

several important aspects of the inmates culture. One innovation brought

by Ramalho was a spatial analysis of the prison. He noted that there was

a sharp dichotomy between “work” and “crime” in Carandiru. Prisoners

who worked in the facility were considered to be apt for social life in a

near future, and used to live in pavilions with much better infrastructure.

 The prison was officially called Casa de Detenção, literary “detention house”. However, it
was widely known as Carandiru Penitentiary due to the neighbourhood in which it was
located. Carandiru was South America’s biggest prison, and at its peak housed over ,
inmates. The prison became infamous for being the locus of the killing of  inmates
in , an event that will be discussed in chapter . Carandiru was demolished in .
(Ferreira et al., ; Varella, ).
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Conversely, hardened criminals, who were seen as “irredeemable” by the

prison staff, lived in the worst parts of the penitentiary where basic services

were rarely provided. However, Ramalho writes that, despite its spatial

configuration, Carandiru as a whole was remarkably overcrowded, corrupt,

dirty and violent (Dias, , ).
Coelho () completes the triad of the “classic” texts on Brazilian prison

gangs. Written when the government of Rio de Janeiro tried to open com-

munication channels with the inmates (s), the book shows how the

“prisoner commissions” were soon dominated by gang leaders and used as

a tool to repress other detainees. Additionally, the rise of homicide levels in

Rio (mainly due to disputes between drug dealers) increased the pressure

over the government to adopt a strict approach towards the inmates.

Likewise, Salla () describes the evolution of the penal policies in the

state of São Paulo from  to . Salla notes that although the country

was undergoing a process of democratisation, attempts to modernise the

prison system were not successful. Whereas two governors tried to adopt a

“more humane” approach towards inmates in the s, the reforms were

rolled back by the hardliners that came to power in the s. The result,

according to the author, was the “Carandiru massacre” in , where 
detainees were killed by police forces, the rise of the PCC as a institution

to protect prisoners from authority abuse. The state continues to take only

small, incremental measures towards the prison population and has not pro-

posed any long term plan to solve the many problems of the penal system

(Dias, , ).
Alvarez et al. () conducted another study on the changes in the re-

cent penal policies in São Paulo. The authors hypothesise that since the

inmates could not formulate legitimate associations to bargain with offi-

cial authorities, they decided to resort to prison gangs to force the state to

the negotiation table. As also mentioned by Salla (), the conservative

governments in São Paulo (s) discarded any possibility of legitimate

exchange with the detainees. One of the results was the emergence of the

PCC as a mediator between the inmates and public authorities.

Adorno and Salla () affirm that the newly organised networks in

Brazil, of which the PCC is the best example, have undergone a process of

modernisation in the last decades. The PCC used cell phones, radio and

illegal telephone stations to coordinate the rebellions of  and ,
a strategy soon followed by members of the CV in Rio de Janeiro. The
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Brazilian state, on the other hand, did not have even official homicide stat-

istics up to , what shows its complete lack of knowledge regarding

the criminal world. The increasing power of drug cartels also changed the

way criminals operate in Brazil. The drug sale usually demands a high

number of criminals and corrupt officials to be profitable, so there was also

an organisation impulse to modernise criminal activities in the country.

Biondi () presents a dense ethnography of a PCC-dominated prison,

whose access was facilitated by her husband, an inmate. She presents a

brief chronology of the PCC and describes the gang’s “ethic” in detail. She

also points out that the main intent behind PCC’s actions is to promote

equality amongst inmates and guarantee their rights, albeit using violence,

against governmental abuse. However, as mentioned by Dias (, ),
by unquestionably accepting the official discourse of the PCC, Biondi does

not pay sufficient attention to the constant use of physical and psycholo-

gical violence by the cartel. Biondi does not explain, for instance, why

drug addicts, homosexuals and rapists are treated so harshly by the PCC,

and even though the Commando’s official discourse asks for “integration

and equality”, such prisoners and members of other gangs are frequently

punished with severity by the gang.

The work of Dias () deserves special attention. Her PhD disserta-

tion (later published as a book) describes the origins and the expansion of

the PCC. Using data collected after extensive field research in three state

prisons, Dias explains that the PCC exerts control over the incarcerated

population mainly through the use of force, and that a new criminal mono-

poly of force has replaced the Weberian paradigm of state. Whilst the

author’s theoretical findings are interesting, her principal contribution lies

in offering a precise chronology of the PCC, noting the gang’s different

tactics and goals in its almost  years of operations. According to Dias, the

cartel’s history has three distinct phases: the “conquest phase” (–),
when the gang was centralising their power inside the prison system; the

“public phase” (–), when the PCC organised the two rebellions

that called the attention of the public and media to its existence; and the

“consolidation phase” (–present), when the gang enjoys undisputed

control of the prisons in its native São Paulo state. Dias’ chronology is

now widely cited by the specialised literature, and is the one I adopt in

this thesis.
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Although the number of academic works on the PCC has increased, we

still lack analytical works on the gang. There is not a single text that provides

a general, testable framework to analyse PCC tactics and strategies. The

present thesis aims to partially fill this gap in the current literature on the

PCC. I address two puzzles in the PCC literature: individual incentives to

join the PCC and recruitment strategies for the gang. As it is discussed

at length on page Even though the gang has now undisputed dominance

over the penal system, only % of the total inmate population is directly

affiliated to the cartel. Why not more, if not all convicts?

However, before moving to the second part, I present a brief history of

the PCC, which will also inform the models developed in the last chapters

of this thesis. In the next chapter I describe how the group emerged in the

wake of a brutal prison massacre, and how it eventually became Brazil’s

most powerful inmate gang. As far as I know, no scholar has published a

history of the PCC in the English language, so chapter might be also useful

as a guide to non-Portuguese speakers.
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C A P I TA L

– [. . . ] An officer is an officer, a thief is a thief. I didn’t give you this
freedom, Sir. If things go like that, the guys will get me wrong and I
can be taken as a snitch in prison.
– It’s not like that.
– It’s not like that to you, Sir, but in jail things are crazy. Respect is
good and I admire that, but if there’s no respect from your side, Sir,
then we’ll have to take action.

– Dialogue between a detainee and a prison officer in São Paulo, quoted

in Karina Biondi, Junto e Misturado.

Historical reasoning is never neutral. Describing historical events is know-

ingly a partial, conflicting enterprise. As pointed out by Istiaisyah bte Hussin

(, ), historical accounts are “[. . . ] rendered ideological by the very

act of being conveyed in a narrative form, for language is both the purveyor

of meaning and the principle locus of ideology” (Istiaisyah bte Hussin, ,
). Similarly, Thompson (, ), the British oral historian, once argued

that “all history depends ultimately upon its social purpose”, and there is

no reason to believe that a history of prisoners would be different. While

there is a certain degree of consensus about what structural causes allowed

the PCC to emerge (Adorno, ; Cruz et al., ; Redígolo, ; Salla,

), the history behind the organisation’s true origins is still contested

and probably instrumentalised by different actors. In this chapter, I adopt

 Original dialogue in Portuguese: “– [. . . ] Funcionário é funcionário, ladrão é ladrão. Eu
não dei essa liberdade pro senhor. Numa dessas aí, os caras podem interpretar errado aí
minha pessoa e eu posso passar por safado na cadeia.
– Isso não tem nada a ver.
– Não tem nada a ver pro senhor, mas na cadeia o barato é louco. Respeito é bom e eu
admiro, mas se não tiver um respeito da parte do senhor, aí a gente vai ter que correr atrás
das providências.” (Biondi, , )


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one of several accounts of the emergence of the PCC in São Paulo. I present

here the version which is usually told by the prisoners themselves, and has

been reported by most of the recent literature on the gang (Amorim, ;
Biondi, ; Dias, ; Jozino, ; Souza, ). Unfortunately, there is

no way of assessing the veracity of every detail in that narrative. On the one

hand, prisoners either do not know or do not remember the chain of events

that resulted in the rise of the PCC; on the other hand, many of them simply

prefer not to say something that confronts the story told by the gang for

understandable motives. Therefore, what I describe here is something close

to an “official history” of the Comando, starting from its origins in the wake

of the killing of  prisoners in São Paulo’s largest prison to the present

day. Firstly, I begin with a brief contextualisation of the state of the penal

system in São Paulo in the s. Then, I adopt the chronology suggested by

Dias () and divide the PCC’s history in three parts, namely foundation,

expansion, and consolidation.

. failed hopes: from democratisation to the carandiru mas-

sacre

From  to , Brazil was governed by members of the Armed Forces.

A military junta headed by the Army Chief of Staff, Marshal Humberto de

Alencar Castelo Branco, ousted the leftist President João Goulart on st

March , and only returned the political power to a civilian leadership

more than two decades later (Skidmore, ). The coup d’état was initially

presented as a short-lived measure against corruption and communism. In

the words of Ernesto Geisel (Army General, President from  to ),
the coup’s main goal was “[. . . ] to correct, not to build something new”

(apud Gaspari, a, ). Nevertheless, after the linha dura successfully

manoeuvred to take the presidency in , a speedy return to democracy

seemed unlikely. Although the Armed Forces tried to keep a democratic

façade over the whole period, physical coercion was widely employed as a

 Literally, “hardliners”. The recent historiography notes that in  there was a sort of
“coup within the coup” (Gaspari, b), where nationalistic groups within the Army
managed to remove the moderate officials from their positions and increased the repression
against civilians in order to “deepen the revolution” (Fico, , -).

 Regular elections were held during most of the military regime, even though the govern-
ment often changed election rules in its favour and several important positions in the
country were not open for political competition. An opposition party, the Movimento
Democrático Brasileiro (Brazilian Democratic Movement – MDB), was allowed to participate
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means to maintain the stability of the regime. In this regard, the police was

a key institution to the government. In a division that lasts until the present

day, the dictatorship created two types of police in Brazil: the polícia civil (ci-

vilian police), mainly responsible for investigations, and the polícia militar
(military police), responsible for public order and notably more repressive

than its civilian counterpart. As described by Bicudo (, ), this dual

policing model was “[. . . ] built in the years of the military dictatorship

to protect the state, and it follows the ideas expressed by the Doctrine of

National Security, which declared that whoever is not a friend is an enemy

and should therefore be treated as such. This line of action qualified, during

that period of our [Brazilian] history, the actions of the police”.

This legacy of police violence in Brazil did not end with the return to

democracy. In the s, the situation in prisons was as bad as it used to

be during the authoritarian regime. However, a few state governors tried to

ameliorate living conditions for prisoners and change the draconian penal

system which had been in place in the military rule. In São Paulo, gov-

ernor André Franco Montoro and his Secretary of Justice José Carlos Dias

adopted a new approach to manage state prisons. The main ideas behind

their “prison humanisation policy” were to create mechanisms of dialogue

between inmates and prison agents, hire better-trained professionals to the

penitentiaries, and reorganise the penal system so that it could achieve its

primary goal, the future socialisation of the detainee (Salla, , ).
One of the most important innovations of that period was the institu-

tionalisation of the Comissões de Solidariedade (“Solidarity Commissions”)

(Alvarez et al., ). The commissions were composed by groups of prison-

ers – elected via secret ballots by the inmates themselves – and its purpose

was to provide a direct channel of communication between inmates and the

in elections. The party had considerable success after  (Kinzo, ) and currently is
one the country’s most important political forces (de Melo, ). Furthermore, the Armed
Forces tried to avoid a personal dictatorship in the Brazil, thus all four presidents had a
clearly determined term and this rule was always taken seriously (Alves, ). Despite
this democratic cover, the regime curtailed freedom of speech and of the press (Smith,
), and also systematically used torture against dissidents and protesters (Arns, ;
Coimbra, ; Zirker, ).

 This doctrine was formulated in  by the General Golbery do Couto e Silva and
turned into law  years later, after the hardliners controled the federal government. It
posited that the main threat to the Latin America’s national security was the “enemy
within”, local communist groups that became powerful after the Cuban Revolution ().
Therefore, every country in the region should quickly identify and repress left-wing groups
(Fernandes, ).

 Montoro’s term lasted from  to . He was elected as a member of the MDB, the
main opposition (democratic) party.
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Secretary of Justice. In practice, the commissions first addressed questions

concerning jail time and police abuse. However, two factors soon delegitim-

ised the commissions. First, the series of rebellions that took place in state

prisons in mid- (at the Casa de Detenção de São Paulo and Araraquara

Penitenciary) and in September  (at the Presidente Venceslau Penit-

entiary). Second, a rumour about the supposed existence of the Serpentes
Negras (“Black Serpents”), a group of violent prisoners who aspired to con-

trol the commissions and use it to punish other detainees (Alvarez et al.,

, ). Although it was never proven that such a group actually existed,

the rumour was strong enough to cause a stir in the local media, and it

eventually galvanised the public opinion against Montoro’s “lenient” penal

policies (Paixão, ). Additionally, since many penitentiary directors and

prison staff did not agree with the governor’s “humanisation policies”, their

mounting resistance forced the governor to abandon the project (Teixeira,

).
The next two governors of São Paulo, Orestes Quércia (–) and

Luiz Antônio Fleury (–), adopted an openly conservative stance

against the inmate population. In Quércia’s four-year term, the number

of prisoners increased from , to ,, and the number of facilities

grew from  to  across the state (Salla, , ). Fleury’s term was the

apex of the repression against prisoners in São Paulo: the aforementioned

Carandiru Massacre. On nd October , a prisoners’ revolt in the Casa

de Detenção triggered a disproportional retaliation by the police forces

and  unarmed inmates were executed inside prison cells (Adorno and

Salla, ; Pietá and Pereira, ). Hosting more than , prisoners –

the official capacity was , – Carandiru was the largest penitentiary in

South America, and the massacre remains the most serious human rights

violation in Brazil after the democratic transition (Ahnen, ).
The massacre was also remarkable for another reason. According to sev-

eral sources (Amorim, ; Biondi, ; Dias, ; Jozino, ; Souza,

), the PCC was founded as a response to that event, and its members

claim that one of the main purposes of the organisation is to prevent another

police abuse. The Carandiru massacre, therefore, marks the beginning of a

new era in the penal system in São Paulo, where inmates began to organise

themselves into a single, large group that could not only offer resistance to

 As mentioned in chapter , the prison was also known as the Carandiru Penitentiary due
to the neighbourhood in which it was located. Inmates called it Casarão (“The Big House”).
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authority abuse, but also prevent violence amongst the incarcerated popu-

lation. The prison system had entered a new phase.

Figure : Inmates killed by the police in the Carandiru Massacre

. foundation: after carandiru

The Primeiro Comando da Capital was officially founded on st August,

, by eight detainees of the Casa de Custódia de Taubaté (“Taubaté Cus-

tody House”). The jail is located in the countryside of São Paulo (Matos,

, ), and was then considered the safest penitentiary in the state. Nev-

ertheless, as described by William Langewiesche (Vanity Fair, ),

 Source: Folha de São Paulo.
 Namely, Mizael Aparecido da Silva (“Miza”), Wander Eduardo Ferreira (“Cara Gorda” –

“Fat Face”), Antônio Carlos Roberto da Paixão (“Paixão”), Isaías Moreira do Nascimento
(“Esquisito” – “Weirdo”), Ademar dos Santos (“Da Fé” – “Faith”), Antônio Carlos dos
Santos (“Bicho Feio” – “Ugly Beast”), César Augusto Roris da Silva (“Cesinha” – “Little
César”) and José Márcio Felício (“Geleião” – “Big Jelly”) (Folha de São Paulo, c). The
inmates are mainly known by their nicknames. Biondi (, ) notes that there are
different versions for the foundation of the PCC, but apparently the prisoners abandoned
all of them in favour of the story told by Jozino (), who published a widely-circulated
book in the mid-s. Biondi (, ) also writes that it was not the first time she saw
such examples of “collective amnesia”, when PCC members seem to “forget” or downplay
certain facts that may cause rife between prisoners.
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Conditions there were atrocious. The prisoners lived locked

alone into  dark and putrid cells, surviving on filthy slops,

defecating into holes they could not flush, and subject to beat-

ings by the guards. They were released into the yards only every

few days, and in groups of merely five. Some committed suicide.

Most, however, were tough, and managed not only to remain

vital, but also to communicate fully from cell to cell.

A discussion that allegedly began after a football match was the trigger of

a serious fight between inmates. Two prisoners were killed and others were

wounded. The eight remaining detainees, fearing a brutal punishment by

the warden, decided to swear a public vow of mutual defence. The gang

was christened as Primeiro Comando da Capital, and is also referred to as

Partido do Crime (“Criminal Party”), Família (“Family”), Quinze (“Fifteen”),

and .. (“PCC” in the Brazilian alphabet) (Biondi, , ). The group

soon published their statute, probably written by Miza. Their constitution,

only  articles long, lays out the rules members are expected to obey. The

statute commands:

. Loyalty, respect and solidarity to the Party, above all.

. The Struggle for liberty, justice and peace.

. The unity of the Struggle against injustice and oppression inside pris-

ons.

. The contribution from those who are in liberty to the brothers inside

prisons through lawyers, money, help to family members and prison

outbreak operations.

. The respect and solidarity to all members of the Party, so there are no

internal conflicts, for he who causes conflicts within the Party, trying

to divide the brotherhood will be excluded and shunned from the

Party.

. Never use the Party to solve personal conflicts with outsiders. Because

the ideals of the party are above personal conflicts. But the party will

always be loyal and supportive to all its members so that they do not

suffer any inequality or injustice in external conflicts.

 The story goes that Geleião broke the neck of a rival gangster on the pitch, in front of all
criminals and guards (Santos, , ).
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. He who is in liberty and enjoying a good life, but forgets to contribute

to the brothers in jail, will be condemned to death without forgiveness.

. Members of the Party have to set an example, and for that reason the

Party does not allow mugging, rape and extortion within the System.

. The Party will not tolerate lies, treason, jealousy, greed, misdirection,

selfishness and personal interest. It values truth, fidelity, manhood,

solidarity and the interest in the common good, because we are one

for all and all for one.

. Every member has to respect the order and discipline of the Party.

Each one will be paid accordingly to what he deserves for what he has

done. Everyone’s opinion will be heard and respected, but the final

decision will be made by the founders of the Party.

. The Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC) was founded in the year of

, in an overwhelming and tireless struggle against oppression and

injustice in the concentration camp of the Casa de Custódia (“House

of Custody”) of Taubaté, with the absolute motto “Liberty, Justice, and

Peace”.

. The Party will not tolerate internal rivalries, disputes for the leader-

ship of the Command, as each member of the Command knows his

own role according to his own capability to execute it.

. We must remain united and organised to avoid a similar or worse

massacre as the one which occurred on nd October, , when 
prisoners were cowardly murdered, a massacre that will never be for-

gotten in the consciousness of the Brazilian society [the Carandiru

Massacre]. For we from the Command will change prison practices

[that are], inhumane, full of injustices, oppressive, [with] torture and

prison massacres.

. The priority of the Command is to put pressure on the State Govern-

ment to deactivate the Concentration Camp of House of Custody of

Taubaté, from where the roots of the Command originated, in the

middle of such inglorious and atrocious suffering.

. Emanating from the Central Command of the Capital of the HQ of

the State, the simultaneous action directives in all of the State’s prison

facilities, in a truceless, borderless war until the final victory.
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. The most important of all is that no one will stop us in this struggle,

for the seed of the Command has spread to all prison systems of the

state and we have managed to structure ourselves outside [of pris-

ons] as well, with many sacrifices and irreparable losses, but we have

consolidated ourselves at the state level and in the middle and long

run we will consolidate ourselves at the national level. In an alliance

with Comando Vermelho (CV) and PCC, we shall revolutionise the

country from within prisons and our armed wing will be the terror

of the powerful oppressors and tyrants that used the Taubaté Annex

and Bangú I in Rio de Janeiro as an instrument of vengeance from the

society to the creation of monsters.

We know our strength and the strength of our Powerful enemies, but

we are ready and united, and a united people will never be defeated.

LIBERTY! JUSTICE! AND PEACE!

PCC Headquarters, First Command of the Capital, in alliance with

Comando Vermelho (CV)

UNITED WE SHALL WIN!

The PCC statute performs the three functions of criminal constitutions

described by Leeson and Skarbek (). First, the statute promotes con-

sensus among PCC members by creating common knowledge about what

the organisation expects from them and what they can expect of each other.

All articles, in this sense, have such function. Second, it also regulates

behaviour that, while beneficial to private individuals, may be damaging

to the PCC as a group. The fact that criminals cannot invoke the gang to

solve personal issues, for instance, is a clear example of that. Whereas the

PCC may indeed be used as a mediation tool within and outside prisons

(Dias, b), the Command cannot be called to address questions which

are strictly personal, like a family feud. Finally, the statute mentions what

are the punishments for deviations to the expected behaviour individuals

are supposed to have after they become members of the cartel. Prisoners

who try to “divide the brotherhood” will be banned from the group and,

curiously, those do not finance the gang shall be put to death. Such harsh

 The statute was first publish by Folha de São Paulo (). Capital letters in the original.
To the best of my knowledge, the statute has never been changed or amended.
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punishment probably indicates that the organisation has been concerned

with expanding his reach since its foundation, what makes collaboration

one of the most important tasks for the group members.

Drauzio Varella, a respected oncologist who served as a volunteer for 
years at Carandiru, mentions how important it is for prisoners to organise

themselves, and how effective that social division of labour used to be. In

an interview to Vanity Fair (), the doctor said:

Rats who are overcrowded become violent. There have been

experiments in the United States to show it. But Carandiru showed

that people in those same conditions will organise, and establish

rules for their survival. The rules in Carandiru evolved as the

prison grew more crowded. They were not written down, but

were passed on as understandings. For instance, you had to wash.

Every day. And during meal delivery you could not stay in the

hallways. For hygiene. Inside the cells, when people were eating,

you could not use the toilet. You could not spit. You could not

cough. You could not pick your teeth. [. . . ] Some of the cell

blocks had more than a thousand prisoners. Five, six guys per

cell. [. . . ] I was so impressed that it was possible in Carandiru

for these men to organise in such a way. But, you know, anarchy

does not endure in human affairs. And there is no empty space

for power in prison.

Despite such a high level of organisation and several attempts to mobilise

themselves against the public authorities, São Paulo state government used

to vehemently deny the groups’ own existance (BBC News, ). State

officials frequently said that there was no such thing as a prison gang in

São Paulo, even though a couple of journalists had already collected clear

evidence that a criminal organisation had been operating in the penal sys-

tem (Jozino, ; Souza, ). In , Fátima Souza – an investigative

journalist of one the Brazil’s main TV channels – presented the first piece of

news where the PCC was presented as an organisation. Unsurprisingly, the

government’s response quickly dismissed what the journalist had published.

In the Souza’s words (emphasis mine) (Observatório de Imprensa, ):

 Varella also wrote a long memoir about inmate life in Carandiru (Varella, ), a text with
later became the main source for a successful drama film directed by Hector Babenco. See:
http://www.sonyclassics.com/carandiru/. Access: th May, .

http://www.sonyclassics.com/carandiru/
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I made a robust piece of news, eight minutes, and we aired

it on Band. For the first time the word “PCC” appeared in

the scene. The government denied it, obviously. The secretary

of prison administration, [João] Benedito [de Azevedo] Marques,

even spoke to Jovem Pan [radio station] saying I invented such

story to gain more points at IBOPE, and that what I was talking

about a fiction not about a faction. This made me very angry. My

own colleagues were making fun of me: “So, where is the PCC,

are you making news up?” At the time, the only colleague in the

press who took it seriously and decided to know more about it

was Josmar, which knew how I used to work and that I was not

making up a story.

For many years there was a strong self-censorship in the public and private

media about the existence of the PCC. Jozino (,  apud Biondi, ,
) comments that the editors of the newspaper he used to work

[. . . ] banned the use of the acronym PCC, the number 15.3.3

and the name “Primeiro Comando da Capital”. The acronym

was banned indefinitely from texts, titles, subtitles, headlines or

first-page covers. The newspaper should only refer to the PCC

as “criminal faction that dominates the prisons in São Paulo”, or

“criminal group”, or even “criminal organisation.” This rule was

also extended to the remaining newspapers, magazines and ra-

dio and TV networks of the same group, based in Rio de Janeiro.

The acronym CV and “Comando Vermelho” was banned.

Nevertheless, this false feeling of security did not last for long. A few

years after its foundation, the PCC would stage two spectacular series of

 Bandeirantes Network, a national broadcasting company based in São Paulo. See:
http://www.band.uol.com.br/tv/. Access: th May, .

 IBOPE is the Instituto Brasileiro de Opinião Pública e Estatística (“Brazilian Institute of
Public Opinion and Statistics”), a firm that conducts research on media, public opinion
and voting intention. It is widely known in Brazil, and its name is often used as a synonym
for audience ratings. See: http://www.ibope.com.br/. Access: th May, .

 Josmar Jozino, journalist for the Diário de São Paulo (“São Paulo Daily”), author of an
important book on PCC (Jozino, ).

 The Diário de São Paulo belongs to the Globo Network, the largest media conglomerate
in Latin America. The TV network is the most well-known in Brazil, and the
second largest in the world (after the American Broadcasting Company). It
presently reaches .% of the Brazilian population. Any ban adopted by such
a large company would surely have a strong impact in the Brazilian public. See:
http://redeglobo.globo.com/Portal/institucional/foldereletronico/g_globo_brasil.html.
Access: th May, .

http://www.band.uol.com.br/tv/
http://www.ibope.com.br/
http://redeglobo.globo.com/Portal/institucional/foldereletronico/ingles/g_globo_brasil.html
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rebellions in the state, briefly described in chapter . Here I focus on how

the PCC organised itself and managed to perform such violent acts.

. consolidation: the rebellions of  and 

In the end of the s, the PCC progressively expanded their control to

other prisons in São Paulo. Apart from the group’s own actions, two struc-

tural factors collaborated to the growth of the PCC in state prisons (Adorno

and Salla, ). First, São Paulo saw a remarkable increase in incarceration

rates in the s and s. As the total number of detainees went

up, the demand for physical and property rights protection in prisons by

the inmates also increased which favoured the emergence of a broker and

mediator such as the PCC. Also, the precarious conditions of the state jails

forced the inmates to develop new ways of coping with scarcity. Thus,

having a group which has already devised a set of rules that prisoners can

follow in order to maintain order is something of great importance. Second,

in an attempt to reduce their influence, several PCC leaderships were trans-

ferred to prisons in the countryside, sometimes very far from the capital.

Nevertheless, against the government’s expectations, instead of isolating

the PCC members, the mobsters ended up establishing contact with local

criminals, what soon enlarged the Comando’s presence in other regions of

the state (Dias, , ).
The rise of the PCC was welcomed by the vast majority of inmates. Anec-

dotal evidence suggests that São Paulo’s prison hierarchies were established

mainly through the use of force, and all sorts of conflicts were solved either

via physical punishment or by imposing strong humiliations to the individu-

als (Adorno, ; Ramalho, ). Negrini (, ), himself a detainee in

Carandiru prison, shows how common the confrontatios were. In his words,

The scene that unfolded was common. The guards would only

interfere after someone was on the floor, stabbed and bleeding.

The remaining prisoners formed a large circle, also without in-

terfering. Someone would only leave that [duel] dead or injured

and completely demoralised. [. . . ] As a result of these fights,

prisoners will be respected [and treated] as strong and brave, as

leader of their cells, as untouchables.

 See Figure .
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Acts of violence seemed to be widespread in the penal system, and narrat-

ives of fights and physical disputes abounded in the specialised literature

on São Paulo’s state prisons. But even though physic strength did matter

in prisons (Ramalho, ; Thompson, ), there were always exceptions

to the rule. Instead of being merely a crude, raw version of Thrasymachus’

sentence in Plato’s Republic – that “[. . . ] the just is nothing else than the

advantage of the stronger” (.c) – Brazilian prisons were probably

more similiar to the Hobbesian state of nature, where skills and tactics were

crucial to survival. Hobbes’ famous argument posits that “[. . . ] the weakest

has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by secret machination or by

confederacy with others that are in the same danger with himself” (Hobbes,

 [], ). Drauzio Varella confirms Hobbes’ insight and affirms that

“[. . . ] strength had no role at Carandiru, because people had to sleep. And if

you gather  guys, even Mike Tyson wouldn’t stand a chance” (Vanity Fair,

). Since the possibility of temporarily ganging up with other prisoners

was always present in jails, the lack of security was pervasive in Brazilian

prisons. It affects the weak and the strong alike.

After the PCC started to control the prison system, many inmates claimed

that the former chaotic environment was gradually replaced by a sort of pax
mafiosa, where disputes were solved through PCC tribunals and the use to

violence was progressively limited. Commenting on the Party, Aldair, an

evangelical pastor interviewed by Sacramento (apud Biondi, , ) told

that:

I am not defending crime, but before PCC’s existence, prison-

ers used to suffer very much. They used to suffer because they

belonged to different gangs. There used to be much extortion,

rape, trivial deaths. But when I knew about the Partido, in ,
when I was a pastor [. . . ] I started to observe the way they [PCC

members] worked, I saw that the jails had changed. The jails you

had to buy nowadays you don’t need to buy them anymore,

there’s no more rape in prison, those trivial deaths don’t exist

anymore. Thus one can see there had been a change. [. . . ] To me,

it [the PCC] has only been doing right.

 See: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=urn:cts:greekLit:tlg.tlg.perseus-
eng:.c. Access: th May, .

 As pointed by Biondi (, ), at that time () there were still conflicting opinions
about the PCC’s foundation date.

 Aldair refers to the (then) usual practice of paying a fee to other prisoners or gangs to have
a place to sleep in one of the overcrowded cells in São Paulo.

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0059.tlg030.perseus-eng1:1.338c
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0059.tlg030.perseus-eng1:1.338c
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As a result, we see that the PCC has successfully reduced homicide rates

within the penal system in São Paulo. However, their rise to power was not

inevitable. The Comando had killed a great number of rival gangsters during

its first period of existence (Passos, ), and also spent large amounts

of money to bribe corrupt police officers and prison staff. From  to

, when the PCC was in the process of monopolising the violence within

prisons in São Paulo, there was a significant increase in crime rates in the

state, including the number of inmate deaths. The graph below displays the

number of prisoners killed by other detainees.
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Figure : Inmates Killed in Prisons (–)

The rebellions in February  were a major step in PCC’s strategy of

dominance. The Comando unleashed simultaneous revolts in  prisons of

the state, coordinating thousands of inmates. On the one hand, this series

of attacks made it impossible for the government to deny the existence of

the PCC, as it had done before. The rebellions were probable the largest

“publicity stunt” for the group: at one blow, the PCC made itself both

feared by the population and respected by criminals (de Oliveira, ).
Rumours go that just after the rebellion of , there were long queues of

 Money was obtained either from the “taxes” demanded to prisoners or from crimes
(specially bank robberies) perpetrated by its affiliated members on the streets (Mingardi,
).

 Source: Own authorship, with data provided by (Dias, , ).
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prisoners asking to join the PCC ranks, and in Carandiru only, hundreds

were baptised in a single gathering (Dias and Salla, , ). The PCC

had then entered into a virtuous circle: with new members, the Partido was

able to mobilise an even greater amount of financial and human resources,

what would help them to control the remaining prisons in São Paulo. PCC’s

expansion to other regions was also intensified, and the cartel managed to

extend its operations to other Brazilian states and even to other countries.

One of the tools that allowed the PCC to articulate such a powerful show

of force was the widespread use of mobile phones within jails (Santos, ).
Brought by friends or relatives, mobile phones became a necessary tool

for PCC members to organise themselves and coordinate actions outside

prison walls. The  rebellion started from the Carandiru prison, but it

took only a few minutes for the inmates to spread the information to the

other prisons via mobile phones (Terra, ). Although the government

had been trying to ban cell phones from jails, corrupt agents still helped to

smuggle such devices.

As an indirect result of the rebellions in , there was a remarkable

change in the PCC’s command. In , the cartel was headed by Idemir

Carlos Ambrósio, nicknamed Sombra (“Shadow”), but no less than months

later, he was beaten to death in the same prison where the group had been

founded. The leaders then became Geleião (“Big Jelly”) and Cesinha (“Little

Ceasar”), two of the original members of the gang. Nevertheless, their

rule did not last much longer. Although both criminals were responsible

for articulating an important agreement with Rio de Janeiro’s largest drug

cartel – the Comando Vermelho – their policies were considered “too harsh”

to other PCC members, and they were suspected of using the group to in-

crease their power at the expense of others. Moreover, Geleião and Cesinha

were in solitary confinement, so it was difficult for them to oversee their

subordinates and enforce their orders. The gangsters’ wives (Petronilha and

Aurinete) were to a large extent responsible for the Partido (Isto É, ).
In , the two women started a feud to decide who would control

the main businesses of the PCC. This event indirectly triggered the most

 The cartel has currently consolidated its presence in  of the  Brazilian states, has
recently established itself in Paraguay and in Bolivia, earns about US$  million a year
and plans to fund political campaigns in the next national elections to elect their own
representatives (apud Veja, a).

 Recently, it was reported that prison guards asked for about , dollars to smuggle a
mobile phone into prison, around  minimum wages. See: http://bit.ly/rjtAN. Access:
th May, .

http://bit.ly/1rjtA3N
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significant change of the whole history of the group, when Marcos Willian

Herbas Camacho (“Marcola”) become PCC’s undisputed leader. Marcola

has been the head of the organisation since , and he is widely regarded

as the person who modernised the PCC and turned it into the most feared

and profitable drug gang in Brazil (InSight Crime, ). According to news

sources (Isto É, ), Ana Maria Olivatto, Marcola’s ex-wife and lawyer,

supposedly gave Cesinha’s mobile phone number to the police, probably

to help Marcola in one of the gang’s internal disputes. A few weeks later,

Aurinete, Cesinha’s wife, killed Marcola’s ex-wife. As a retaliation, Mar-

cola gathered support from several PCC members who were unhappy with

Geleião and Cesinha and decided to take control over the organisation. Ac-

cused of collaborating with the police and with a rival group, Cesinha was

brutally murdered a couple of months later (Folha de São Paulo, d) and

Geleião received a death sentence from the PCC (Congresso em Foco, ).
Since the mid-, Geleião has been in solitary confinement because it is

widely believed he will be killed as soon as he moves to a regular cell. With

both leaders removed, Marcola was then put at the top of the organisation.

Marcola implemented several important measures just after he became

PCC’s capo di tutti capi. Still in , he decided to incorporate equality
into PCC’s previous motto (“peace, justice and freedom”) and dissolved the

previous hierarchical structure that had been adopted by the gang since its

foundation in  (Biondi, ). Consequently, all PCC members can

now occupy any position in the organisation and no one – with the partial

exemption of the “torres” – can force any irmão to do something against his

will. Whenever possible, decisions are to be taken by consensus, and all

political positions in the PCC are distributed according to the group’s spe-

cific needs and the availability of “technical group” in the gang’s ranks. In

a certain sense, Marcola modernised the PCC by using the same techniques

that nation-states employed to increase their efficiency: civil equality, the

attack on privilege, and the creation of careers open to talent (Hobsbawm,

). Therefore, the PCC has become a rational, profit-driven enterprise,

in which division of labour, productivity and loyalty to the firm are acknow-

ledged and rewarded.

This modernisation push can surely be credited to Marcola himself. Mar-

cola is definitely not a regular inmate. An accomplished bank robber and

a very skillful manager, Marcola has allegedly read more than , books

since he was imprisoned in the s, maintained a special taste for Nietz-
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sche and Dostoevsky, and usually gives a copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War
to every person he trusts (Época, ).

Well-cultured and enjoying protection by the PCC itself in São Paulo’s

maximum security prison (Presidente Venceslau), Marcola has been admin-

istering the PCC’s rise with great success. Recent footage shows that, using

smuggled mobile phones, he closely oversees PCC’s deals and alliances,

and regularly discusses PCC’s internal affairs with other high-level PCC

members even while incarcerated.

Figure : Marcola, PCC’s leader

Marcola was also the mastermind behind the massive rebellions of .
From March to July, he coordinated  rebellions in prisons in São Paulo

and other neighbouring states. The PCC attacked hundreds of civilians,

police officers, prison wardens and members of the government (Folha de

São Paulo, a; Terra, ). It has recently been unveiled that the PCC

even had a sophisticated plan to murder the current governor of São Paulo,

Geraldo Alckmin, who has been taking a harsher stance against the criminal

organisation (Estado de São Paulo, ).

 “São Paulo under Attack”, a TV documentary made by Brazil’s second largest broadcasting
company (SBT) shows how easy it is for Marcola to pass orders to other PCC members.
Link: http://youtu.be/SOSDA-tlOc (in Portuguese). Access: th May, .

 Source: Cedoc/RAC.

http://youtu.be/SOSDA-t1lOc
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The group’s terror tactics were ahighly effective against the population,

too. During the attacks in May, , schools and universities cancelled

their classes, firms dismissed their employees, and all shopping malls were

closed. Retail sales in São Paulo, Latin America’s richest city, fell about

% in the week where most attacks were concentrated (th t th May)

(UOL Notícias, ). More importantly, about  people were killed

– including police officers, prison staff and civilians – in just a few days,

a very strong demonstration of force by any standard. From the PCC’s

viewpoint, the rebellion was a success: its impact was soon felt by the

public and the government. For the first time in the group’s history, there is

plenty of evidence that the state accepted all PCC’s demands and decided

to go to the negotiation table with the gang. According to the International

Human Rights Clinic, the cease-fire was conditional to the promise that the

Tropa de Choque would not enter into the penitentiaries, and the granting

of additional rights to prisoners. Two days after an informal meeting

with Marcola (th May ), the rebellions stopped (Folha de São Paulo,

b).

. hegemony: from  to date

The attacks of  represent the definitive step in PCC’s consolidation

process. The Partido has successfully institutionalised its power, and to

paraphrase the famous Weberian definition ( []), the group has

attained the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force [Gewaltmono-
pol] in the prison system. Furthermore, as predicted by theories of state

formation, there has been a significant reduction in the number of prison

rebellions. Figure  shows that the number of inmate deaths has also fallen

drastically over the last years. Similarly, the use of symbolic violence, such

as the beheading of members of other gangs, has virtually disappeared after

 (Dias, , ).
PCC’s monopolisation of violence has also brought changes to the the

dynamics of violence in the city. According to several data sources, violence

has decreased quickly in the poorest areas of São Paulo. Feltran ()
indicates that the new “crime courts” deployed by the PCC in the outskirts

of São Paulo are perhaps one of the central factors explaining the drop in

 São Paulo’s riot police.
 Stable link: http://bit.ly/iKhi. Access: nd June, .

http://bit.ly/1iK4h1i
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homicide rates in city over the last two decade. Moreover, such courts could

only be fully institutionalised after the PCC had ascended to the position

of the legitimate legislative body among a minor, but relevant part of the

residents of city suburbs.

We also note a shift in PCC’s main financial sources. Whereas in the be-

ginning of the s the group obtained most of its funds via bank robberies

and kidnapping, recently the Comando has clearly become a drug cartel. It is

not a coincidence that the group established itself as a powerful drug gang

at the same time it consolidated its power over São Paulo’s penal system.

Drug dealing is clearly lucrative, but it also demands more bribes to police

officers, a high investment on illegal weapons, and low levels of inter-gang

violence to have a profitable business in the long. As pointed out by Alba

Zaluar, drug traficking “cannot last without institutional support”. The

graphs below show how the pattern of violence has changed in São Paulo.
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Figure : Kidnappings in São Paulo (–)

 Stable link: http://bit.ly/kguPwz. Access: nd June, .
 Source: Own authorship. Data provided by Dias (, )

http://bit.ly/1kguPwz
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Figure : Drug Trafficking Arrests in São Paulo (–)

In a nutshell, the PCC has established itself as the largest prison gang in

São Paulo by successfully devising a long-term strategy. In its initial stage,

the group published a clear code of conduct that should be followed by all

its members, and emphasised the need for financial support by punishing

non-collaborative members to death. Later, the PCC promoted a spectacular

demonstration of power that greatly impressed other inmates, the govern-

ment and the public, therefore increasing their levels of credibility both

inside and outside the prison system. During Marcola’s leadership, the

Comando also modernised its practices by having a more inclusive discourse

– which stated that all prisoners should to treated equally – and profes-

sionalised its cadres by adopting a meritocratic selection of members to its

political positions. Finally, the PCC has skillfully used different types of

threats and violence to eliminate rivals and improve collective action in the

incarcerated population.

. recruiting potential members

The manner by which the PCC enlisted members has changed throughout

its history. Whether in the beginning the gang used to selected its potential

exclusively by their ties with the founding inmates, currently the procedure

is much more professional and sophisticated. The first part is the batismo
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(“baptism”). The baptism happens as follows. First, the inmate should

already be a resident in a PCC-dominated prison, and show disposition to

be engaged in the gang. As in any rationally-motivated enterprise, skillful

prisoners are the ones that the PCC aspires to have in its ranks, and the car-

tel tries to choose only those who have already “represented” the criminal

underworld in important situations (Biondi, , ). Those detainees are

called primos (“cousins”) and are already closer to be admitted to the group.

After this stage, there is what Biondi (, ) aptly call the “construc-

tion of the irmão (“brother”), how the PCC members are called. This period

can last for several months, and it is both an opportunity for the “cousin”

to show his criminal abilities and for the members to assess the candidate.

If the “cousin” is deemed fit for the gang, two detainees who are already

affiliated with the cartel formally accept him in the PCC. The prisoner can

either accept or refuse the invitation.

However, there are costs for both sides if the inmate decides to join the

group. The two detainees who invited the new member will be then con-

sidered his padrinhos (“godfathers”), and should take some responsibility

for the future actions of their protegée. Therefore, nominating someone

who later makes a mistake is something criminals clearly want to avoid, as

punishment can sometimes be harsh (Biondi, , ). Second, the PCC

is also in trouble if it accepts members who do not meet the group’s high

standas. Not only their lack of skills might put in risk the gang’s operations

– and thus lead to strong repression by the state – but bad members are also

more likely to miscalculate the effects of their actions and force the group

to engage in unreasonable disputes, both with other gangs and within the

PCC itself.

In this sense, two questions remain unanswered. Firstly, if the PCC has

managed to control most of the jails in São Paulo, why does not every inmate
want to be a member of the gang? While it is known that the PCC has a

relatively strict admission process, where a new member can only join the

group after being nominated by two members, there are many prisoners

who do not even want to be part of the Comando. It has been estimated

that less then % of the inmates in São Paulo have any formal relationship

 Here I tried to stick to the original term, representado literally “represented”, because it can
also find an easy translation in English. To “represent” is also used with the same meaning
in the United States, and the Urban Dictionary defines it as “Go and be a good example
to the others of your group or in your position”. This is precisely the idea conveyed by
the PCC’s native term. See: http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=represent.
Access: th June, .

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=represent
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with the PCC (BBC Brasil, ; Veja, b). (Biondi, , ) notes

that in provisory detention facilities the number is even smaller, about %.

Why are the remaining prisoners not engaged in joining the cartel, if they

could have some clear benefits? As far as I know, this large share of the

incarcerated population has not been the object of any qualitative study, let

alone a model formulation. Would joining the PCC be a dominant strategy,

or does an “independent” position in a gang-dominated prison also have

some benefits?

Another puzzling question is how the PCC manages to select skillful

criminals in an environment marked by uncertainty. Lack of trust is also

widespread amongst criminals, it is difficult to establish a credible commit-

ment of both parts, non-members and the PCC. Choosing a good member is

a much more difficult task for a prison gang than it is for the government or

for a firm, since a bad decision can literally be deadly to the the group. Thus,

how has the PCC succeeded in choosing its members quite successfully so

far?

The next chapters aim to answer those questions. In the following sec-

tion I develop a simple game-theoretical model to address the issues of

individual choice in a PCC-dominating correctional facility. In chapter 
I use agent-based computational modeling to evaluate the different uses

of violence by prison gangs. The model is informed by qualitative data

gathered by scholars, as discussed in chapter , and could in theory be

generalised and be tested in similar environments. In this sense, my goal

here is to formulate two simple, intuitive models that expand the current

findings on one of the world’s largest prison gangs and provide subsidies

for a future general theory of gang violence.

 Although the number seems small, the cartel has about ,members. In comparison, the
Mexican Mafia, the biggest prison organisation in the United States, has – official
members (Skarbek, , ). Thus, the PCC is  times larger than La Eme if we use the
most conservative estimate.





Part II

A F O R M A L M O D E L O F P R I S O N G A N G

R E C R U I T M E N T

Informed by existing qualitative data on the Primeiro Comando
da Capital, in the next chapter I develop a simple game-theoretical

model to analyse the incentives for a criminal to join a prison

gang and how such organisations are able to hire competent crim-

inals under conditions of uncertainty and information asymmetry.

Finally, I discuss the findings and point to possible extensions of

this research.
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M O D E L I N G P R I S O N G A N G R E C R U I T M E N T

Criminals embody homo œconomicus at his rawest, and they know it.
– Diego Gambetta, Codes of the Underworld.

Criminal games are played for very high stakes (Dixit, , ). In the

underworld, rules tend to be enforced by the use of lethal violence, there-

fore mistakes are rarely tolerated and commitments have notably high exit

costs (Campana and Varese, ). Prisons take those situations to the

extreme (Sykes, ). Since prisoners share the same space for long periods

of time, their interactions are maximised and the chances of fleeing and

escaping retaliation are quite low. Moreover, prisoners have their schedules

tightly controlled by correctional officers, what imposes clear limits on the

detainees’ ability to meet and negotiate (Skarbek, , ). If communic-

ation between inmates is limited, they usually have to rely upon costly

signals such as acts of brutality or body marks, which are by definition

inconvenient for the prisoners (Gambetta, ).
It is also obvious that prisoners often cannot ask for penal institutions

to solve their issues, even if they wanted to. Firstly, the penal system has

limited resources, so surveillance is imperfect. There is a very small guar-

antee that the guards will be able to protect the inmates as well as they

should (Skarbek, , ). In places like São Paulo, where prisons are

overcrowded and officers are knowingly corrupt (Darke, ; Lemgruber,

; Silveira, ), this is indeed the normal state of affairs. Secondly,

even if the penal authorities were honest, officers may not have information

on the illegal activities carried by prisoners, such as drug selling or requests

for target killings (Kauffman, ). Thus, they would be unable to mediate

or prevent this sort of conflict. However, being seen as an informer in the

prison seriously increases the chances that the inmate will suffer severe

retaliations (Åkerström, ), so even if the guards would have this kind


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of information it would be unlikely that inmates would ask them for help.

Therefore, in the criminal world one is can usually can count only on oneself,

and the choices a prisoner makes have serious consequences. What would

then be the best strategy for an inmate to adopt?

As we have seen in this thesis, prison gangs are to a large extent a re-

sponse to these problems (Camp and Camp, ; Fleisher and Decker,

). Gangs reduce transaction costs, enforce physical and property rights

protection, and behave as brokers in correction facilities (Buentello et al.,

; DeLisi et al., ; Skarbek, ). Nevertheless, prison organisations

also have their own interests, and they need to maximise their strength by

recruiting prisoners who are the “most competent” in the underworld. This

is definetely not an easy task.

In the following pages I present a simple formal model to address this

question. My intention here is to devise an analytical framework that might

explain a criminal’s choice to join a prison gang, and how the organisation

reacts to that. I have based my game-theoretical model here upon qualitat-

ive evidence from the PCC, either gathered by newspapers or scholars, and

tried to stick as closely as possible to the group’s own categories and actions.

. the model

The model consists of two players, a prisoner P and a prison gang leadership

G. Since the purpose of the present exercise is to evaluate the likelihood of

P joining a gang, I shall assume that G is already present in a given prison.

Therefore, G moves first, and sets a cost τ to be paid by the prisoner. This a

very common PCC practice: not only the need for financial contributions

are specified in the article number  of their statute (see page ), but

it has been reported by São Paulo’s most important newspaper that PCC

members are now asked to pay  Reais (about US$ ) per month when

in jail, and  Reais when free (Folha de São Paulo, c). Also, PCC

members are expect to engage in the group’s risky plans, so other important

non-monetary costs are also captured by τ . Here I assume that such cost

is known by P , either because the information is described in the PCC

statute (see page ), or because it has been disseminated by the inmates

in a PCC-controlled prison.

 I use a notation similar to that employed by Lessing ().
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The prisoner can either comply (C) and bear the costs τ , or defect and be

independent in the prison (D). G plays next, and after assessing if P meets

its criteria, chooses whether to accept (A) or reject (R) the new member, and

payoffs are realised.

G

P

(0,0)

D

G

(0,0)

R

(1,1)

A

C

τ

Figure : Gang Prisoner Acceptance

Let S be a measure of the gang’s capacity to ameliorate prison conditions.

I assume that the true value of S is known to both the prisoner and the

gang, what implies that the players have a perfect understanding of how G

can help the P by providing both public and club goods. The assumption is

reasonable. The benefits given by the PCC, such as protection and financial

assistance, are widely advertised in prisons and they are precisely the reason

why inmates would join the group (Folha de São Paulo, ).
Let s ∼U [0,1] be a series of skills that are useful for prison life. These can

be physical strength or other abilities such as strategic thinking, technical

expertise or a dense personal network. The prisoner knows his own value

sP , whereas G only knows that that s follows a uniform distribution. The

utility of sP increases monotonically, as more skills are always preferred to

less.

The expected net utility can thus be represented as a simple difference

between the benefit (b) of being in a prison gang and the benefit of remain-

ing independent. As we have seen above, the costs for a prisoner to be in

a gang are higher are also positive, since the prisoner has to pay a monthly
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monetary tax to the PCC and also follow the group’s rules and take part in

their actions.

bP (s,1)− bP (s,0) ≥ 0 ()

cP (s,1)− cP (s,0) ≥ 0 ()

Nevertheless, there exists a value s such that

bP (s,1)− cP (s,1) ≤ bP (s,0)− cP (s,0) ()

If sP ≥ s. That is, above a given value of s it is interesting for a prisoner

to “go it alone.” If P has enough skills to survive in prison by himself, P

might ponder if it is really profitable for him to join any kind of group. For

prisoners who are below this threshold, becoming a member is a dominant

position. The benefits are therefore SP = 1 if the prisoner decides to comply

with the gang’s cost τ and the group accepts him as new member (AP = C

and AG = A). In contrast, SP = 0 when AP = D or AG = R, that is, when the

prisoner defects or the gang refuses to have in its ranks.

As for the gang, there is a low threshold s under which any member

acceptance implies more costs than benefits to the gang. Any prisoner below

this value is likely to become a burden to G since he will not be competent

enough to fulfil the tasks demanded by the group, and might lower the

collective welfare by increasing other members’ chances of being punished

by the police. Therefore, there exists s ∈ [0,1] such that

bG (s,1)− cG (s,1) ≤ bG (s,0)− cG (s,0) ()

When s ≤ s, and reverse situation when s ≥ s. Gwill only choose a member

that maximises its utility (a high value of s), and reject every prisoner it sees

as unfit for the job due to his lack of competence in criminal activities.

 Obviously, the opposite is true whether sP < s.
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.. Perfect Information Game

Assuming that the prisoner and the game have access to complete, there are

three possible equilibria to this game. Whether sP ∈ [0,s], P will comply

and try join the group (C), while G will refuse him (R). If sP ∈ [s,s], the

equilibrium is (C, A), in which P joins the group and G accepts him. Finally,

if sP ∈ [s,1] the equilibrium is (D, A), and P will remain alone.

This situation would be valid ifG could easily assess the qualities of every

potential member. While prison gangs do their best to obtain credible in-

formation on the convicts, it is likely that a perfect information game would

only be a good approximation to the facts in a very selected number of cases.

It is true that prison records provide a reliable source of information on

individuals, and gangs often have access to those data via inmates and some-

times even prison staff members (Gambetta, ). Not only this is a long,

costly task, but may not be feasible in some circumstances. High security

prisons makes this comprehensive evaluation process virtually impossible.

In such environment, the gang cannot be completely sure of the inmate’s

past behaviour and present intentions, and since interactions between a

potential gang member and their “godfathers in crime” (see page ) are

relatively few, criminals have difficulties to advertise their credentials to the

gang. Recruitment with perfect information is therefore unlikely to happen.

In this regard, I now discuss the recruitment process of a prison gang

under conditions of information asymmetry. This is a more realistic assump-

tion, and PCC’s history confirms its plausibility. The gang’s requirement

that every prospective member should receive the approval of two “broth-

ers” (current members) before joining the gang is a proof that the gang

needs to cross-check information before taking a decision. Thus, the inform-
ants play a crucial role in PCC’s recruitment process, what is indeed expec-

ted since an inmate’s commitment to the gang is for life. Also, informants

have strong incentives to provide reliable information to the PCC, simply

because they are held accountable for future actions of their “godson”. Bad

selection choices can not only cost him prestige, but to the extreme lead to

severe punishments as fines and expulsion from the group.
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.. Imperfect Information Game

The next game has the same two players of the previous one, a prisoner

P and a prison gang G. However, I add a third figure that does not take

any action in the game per se, but is of extreme importance to the model:

the informer (I). Here, I represents the current PCC member who is in

charge of assessing the criminal qualities of a potential candidate. While

I has several reasons to provide credible information to the PCC, he can

also incur in errors and make wrong judgements about a prisoner’s abilities.

The information about the prisoner can thus be (T ) or false (F).

To reiterate, the game goes as follows.

. Nature chooses the skills of the prisoner P , with s ∼U [0,1].

. The gang leader chooses t∗.

. The prisoner decides if apply or not to the gang. If not, the game ends.

If yes, the game follows to the next stage.

. The gang leader then decides to accept or reject the join proposal. The

game ends.

In the present model, I assume that the gang will decide whether it ac-

cepts the candidate or not based upon his additional productivity. There-

fore, the gang will add a new member if and only if

α (n+ 1) ≥ α (n) ()

Where α is the productivity function and n is the current number of mem-

bers in the gang. We assume thereafter that exists a number of prisoners

that optimises α(n), and we denote it as α∗.

The game can be solved via backward induction. The prisoner applies

when

UP [Comply] ≥UP [Def ect] ()

 By false I do not imply that wrong information given by I is intentionally manipulated. It
can be merely the result of miscalculations, and the term here has no pejorative meaning.

 Notice further that the productivity can be expressed by a simple function that has limit 1
when n→∞ and limit 0 when n→ 0. We assume that this function has a maxima in n∗ as
well. An example could be (an)

b
n , for parameters a and b given.
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The utility of joining is equal to

α(n+ 1)s − τ ()

Where α(n+ 1) is the marginal productivity of the new member to the

gang, s is the skill of the prisoner and τ is the fee (monetary and non-

monetary) imposed by G on P . The prisoner’s utility for not joining the

gang is simply s, which is P ’s individual ability to survive in prison.

We can then expand the equations as

α(n+ 1)s − τ ≥ s

[α(n+ 1)− 1]s ≥ τ

s ≥ τ

α(n+ 1)− 1
= s∗(τ)

()

All prisoners with s ≥ s∗(τ) will try to enter the gang. Notice that

ds∗(τ)

dτ
=

1
α(n+ 1)− 1

> 0 ()

Thus, the proportion of prisoners that intend to join the gang shrinks

as the leadership rises the fee. In such scenario, G can choose qualified

candidates only by increasing the entry barriers.

Let us now consider that τ = τ + t, where τ is an exogenous cost of

joining the gang. To illustrate this situation, imagine that police forces

might initiate a crackdown on the prison gang, or that there is a dispute

between two different gangs in the same jail. In such scenario, t is the share

of the cost that G is imposes in the selection process. The idea is to raise the

level of its members, since more skills are needed. G will choose a value of

τ that maximises its revenues and skills. This is given by

α(n(s∗(τ + t)))× (1− s∗(τ + t))×E(s∗(τ + t)) ()

In which the first part of the equation is the effect caused by the pro-

ductivity parameter, the second part is the proportion of prisoners that are

accepted in the gang and the third the expected productivity of the gang
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as a whole. Furthermore, as the number of members is always decided by

criteria of optimise the productivity α(n), we can without loss of generality

change it by α∗. Thus, the gang optimises the ex-post utility by maximise

the following equation

max
t≥0
{α∗ × (1− s∗(τ + t))×E(s∗(τ + t))}

s∗(t) =
1
3

()

And solving for t we have that

t∗ =
1
3
(α∗ − 1)− τ ()

And therefore, the duple t∗ and s∗(t∗) solves the game for the Gang and

the Prisoner, respectively.

This equilibrium has interesting qualitative properties:

) All prisoners with

s ≥ s∗ =
τ + t∗

α(n+ 1)− 1

Will join the prison gang G.

) t∗ = 0, when the exogenous shocks are high

) t∗ > 0 when there are many prisoners trying to join G, or then τ is low.

When a high number of prisoners are willing to join the prison gang, it can

be implied that low-skilled inmates will also apply and get the spot.

) n∗ maximises the ex-post benefit for the gang. The reason is that, given

that t∗ had already been chosen, the only preoccupation for the gang is its

productivity increase. As long as the new member P can rise G’s productiv-

ity levels, the gang will accept him.

) t∗ maximises the ex-ante utility for the gang. The reasoning behind it

is that the gang can control the admission of prisoners by selecting only

inmates with high values of s∗.
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Now, consider the situation when we add the informant. The informant

acts as a probability of find out the true value of s of a given applicant.

Let this probability be denoted by π, when the complement means that the

information is wrong.

The time-line for the second game follows below.

. Nature chooses the skills of the prisoner P , with s ∼U [0,1].

. The gang leader chooses t∗.

. The prisoner decides if apply or not to the gang. If not, the game ends.

If yes, the game follows to the next stage.

. With probability π the gang leader finds out the true type of the pris-

oner. With probability 1−π the gang leader does not find it.

. Finally, the gang leader then decides to accept or reject the join pro-

posal.

Adding this new feature the the previous game empowers the gang leader

by giving him a better screen process, where he can combine fees and a

selection upon the revealing of the quality parameter by the informant.

Solving the game backwards we have that the gang accepts an offer, ex-

post the choice of t whenever

α(n+ 1)S +α(n+ 1) [πs+ (1−π)E[s ∗ |t]] ≥ α(n)S ()

Where S is the sum of the abilities of all current gang members. Solving

this equation we have that the gang accepts ex-post the new member when

s ≥ S
π

[
α(n)−α(n+ 1)

α(n+ 1)

]
− 1−π

π

[
1− s∗(t)2

2

]
= s∗∗ ()

This equation means that there will be a new limit, s∗∗ that, upon the in-

formation of the productivity of the prisoner, the gang decides by imposing

a higher threshold. This means that s∗∗ > s∗(t). The qualitative difference

that this will generate is that the gang now can select more skilled prisoners

without having to raise the fees t.

In the sequence, the prisoner ask to join the gang if and only if
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UP [Comply] ≥UP [Def ect]

α(n+ 1)s − τ ≥ s

s ≥
τ + t

α(n+ 1)− 1
= s∗(t)

()

Which is the same as in the previous model. Finally, the ex-ante optimum

for the gang will be to set the fees at zero. This because when there is

informants inside the process we have that the ex-ante value that the gang

maximizes is equals to

max
t≥0
{α∗ × (π(1− s∗∗)

∫ 1

s∗∗
σdσ + (1−π)(s∗∗ − s∗)

∫ s∗∗

s∗
σdσ )} ()

And optimising in t this expression leads us to

t =
(
−s
∗∗

3
− τ

)
(α∗ − 1) ()

And as t < 0, t∗ = 0 for all parameters, as long as s∗∗ > s∗.

For the model above, we have the following qualitative properties:

) Information minimises the use of entry barriers by the prison gang;

) The quality of the information (π) provider by the informer I also matters.

We see that π has a positive impact on s ∗ ∗, as ds∗∗
dπ > 0. In a nutshell, it is

easy to observe that the more (and better) information available, the more

precise the screening process is;

) In the present model, the proportion of prisoners remains the same;

) However, the difference we observe here is that the gang has now a much

more qualified cadre. If G is capable of extracting good, reliable informa-

tion, it has a significant impact on the abilities of the selected members.
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.. Comparison between Models

The first and more important different between models  and  is that in the

latter the selection process is notably more sophisticated than in the earlier

one. The use of information, here designed by π, helps the gang to choose

more qualified members to its ranks.

When we reach the limit satisfaction, that is when π→ 1 (when the gang’s

information of the given prisoner is precise and sufficient), the revenue for

the gang is clearly maximised. In a nutshell, for a prison gang information is

a very necessary good, certainly crucial for it to recruit the correct prisoner.

In the first model, one may observe that t∗ ≥ 0, whereas in the second one

t∗ = 0. This is a result of information, which is enough to deter unskilled

prisoners from entering the gang.

Interestingly, not onlyG has a benefit increase when information is added

to the model. For P , adding information to the selection process eliminates

the cost t∗, thus reducing the loss for the inmate.

Another interesting point is that such result holds for general α∗ values

as long as we consider that α(n) has those characteristics assumed in the

text. If we assume that α reaches a point where it starts to generate benefits

lower than 1, some prisoners will prefer to “go it alone” and not join the

prison group. Obviously, the most skilled prisoners will be these ones that

shall run alone and the others may free ride, as they are less skilled and can

free ride in the group’s productivity.

Finally, if we consider the possibility of a lower threshold s under which

the gang prefers to refuse a prospective member, if s∗ < s, there is the pos-

sibility that the gang is indifferent for that choice. In the informer’s equi-

librium, there is a π probability that the inmates will get caught by a third

party (the police forces or a rival gang in our example), and shall not join the

gang. This measure avoids the fact that the gang leadership would become

weaker.

 The true role of information may be distorted in these conclusions, but note that π also
changes the second threshold s∗∗. This makes information the key to the last result.
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He that would make his own liberty secure, must guard even his enemy
from oppression; for if he violates this duty, he establishes a precedent
that will reach to himself.

– Thomas Paine, A Dissertation on the First Principles of Government.

The present thesis discussed how the Primeiro Comando da Capital, a São

Paulo-based prison gang, was able to centralise power and extend its influ-

ence to around % of its native state’s penal system (Veja, a). Recently,

the PCC’s reach has crossed São Paulo’s borders, and it was reported that

the cartel has established itself in  of Brazil’s  states, and has even

been involved in illegal activities in Bolivia and Paraguay (BBC Brasil, ).
The PCC has also allegedly been responsible for a remarkable reduction in

homicide rates both within and outside the prison system. This is largely

in line with theories of state formation. For instance, Buchanan ()
argues that a monopoly of violence is better than a free market competition

on protection since the monopolist has strong incentives to under-produce

violence and allocate those resources elsewhere. The author writes that

after a monopoly has been established “[. . . ] resources involved in enforce-

ment may be freed for the production of alternative goods and services

that are positively valued; the taxpayer has additional funds that he may

spend on alternative publicly provided or privately marketed goods and

services” (Buchanan, , ). Those resources have been mainly inves-

ted in the enlargement of the group’s stake in the drug selling business in

São Paulo, and as we have show in Figure , it seems that such strategy

has been largely successful. In this regard, the PCC operates more or less

like a “pseudo-state” in Brazil’s penal system, and seriously undermines the

 Theoretically, one can say that the underproduction of violence is Pareto superior in a
partial equilibrium setting.


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official authority at its very core: the right to punish and protect the social

contract (Hobbes,  []; Weber,  []).
The rise of the PCC is a good example of unintended consequences of

public policies. Whereas the government hoped that its zero-tolerance pro-

gramme would reduce crime in São Paulo notably violent state, it has fostered

the expansion of a much more significant threat to public security, a highly

organised and powerful prison gang. Needless to say, the PCC currently

represents a much more dangerous threat to public security than the myriad

of relatively petty criminals that used to be in charge of São Paulo’s illegal

markets. In this case, Milton Friedman’s famous criticism of public policies

seems unfortunately correct. “One of the great mistakes”, he said in a

TV interview with Richard Heffner in , “is to judge policies and pro-

grammes by their intentions rather than their results.” In this sense, the

mass incarceration policy cannot be claimed successful. As Frédéric Bastiat

insightfully noted more than  years ago, every law or institution pro-

duces not only effects that are seen, but also effects that are unseen, which

emerge only subsequently (Bastiat,  []). The difference between

a good legislator and a bad one is precisely such ability to foresee such

unexpected results of public policies; and in São Paulo they were not.

Interestingly, the PCC was able to monopolise power in the penal system

having only a fraction of the inmate population in its ranks. The group

remains quite small, although its force has increased significantly over the

last years. The puzzle I tried to address in this thesis concerns precisely

the recruitment process employed by the group. If the PCC offers so many

advantages to its members, and it has clear expansionary intents, why is not

every detainee part of the gang? Those questions, as obvious as they may

seem, had never been addressed by the specialised literature. Therefore,

albeit very modestly, this thesis collaborates to our current understanding

of prison gangs and their selection criteria, and also sheds some light on

what are the individual incentives to join such criminal groups.

The model has three important findings. First, it shows that a prison

gang uses the value of its initial costs as a first selection method, since only

skillful prisoners will be able to comply with the gang’s demands if the costs

are too high. Although useful, this procedure generates costs for both the

prisoner and the gang. For the prisoner, it is necessary to spend long periods

of time to display all abilities required by the gang, what may lead to an

 The interview can be seen at http://youtu.be/ImMgZHbebQ. Access: th June, .

http://youtu.be/ImMgZHbeb4Q
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increasing lack of interest for the criminal. The gang also has to bear costs,

since the process of establishing and enforcing a high threshold demands

considerable human and financial resources from the group. In order to

reduce such gang costs, the group can make use of informers. With an

informer, the gang can keep a lower entry cost, thus attracting a large pool

of applicants while still being able to select competent candidates for the

job.

Second, there are cases in which joining a prison gang is not the best

option for an inmate. When the detainee has enough skills to endure prison

conditions by himself, he might be better off if he decides to “go it alone”

and devote his ability exclusively to his own survival. If a prison gang

decides to lower its threshold to admit a higher number of members, a com-

petent criminal will have its individual benefit reduced. Since the collective

goods provided by the gang would be divided amongst several detainees,

his net benefit will be lower than in the previous stage, where the selection

process was stricter. However, the gang can eliminate this loss by raising the

bar for admission, so that qualified criminals will only share the collective

goods with those who can contribute to the group’s welfare as much as

they do. At its early stages, the PCC indeed followed such strategy in

order to maintain the group cohesive enough to carry risky actions without

losing highly-skilled members. After the group had already secured its

dominance, it was then able to open its ranks to less skilled members and

proceed with its model of “careers open to talent” (see page ).
Third, the models confirms the idea that the prison gang is not only a

“school of crime”, but perhaps most importantly, a highly effective screening

device (Gambetta, ). If a given prisoner knows that the admission

to a certain gang is difficult to obtain, as soon as he manages to join the

gang he can identify peers who are at least as skillful (and trustworthy) as

he is. Therefore, prison gang membership solves one of the most critical

issues of the criminal underworld, that of peer identification. If a prison

gang’s admission process is deemed as satisfactory by the prisoners, if an

inmate joins the gang he sends a signal that only true criminals could afford,

thus dramatically reducing the chances that he might be a snitch. This

also has the benefit of reducing violence between criminals, as they do

not have to constantly “test” each others’ integrity or to use violence as

a communicative means to express one’s toughness. Prison gangs thereby
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increase the welfare of the inmates by providing an extremely valuable

public good: reliable information.

Two policy implications can be derived from the findings discussed above.

One important suggestion is that states should reduce the total amount

of benefits that prison gangs can offer to its members. The most evident

manner by which this can be done is by improving prison conditions. For in-

stance, reducing overcrowding in prisons would decrease violence between

inmates by decreasing the likelihood of violence disputes for scarce resources

such as food, health care and individual space within the cells, all things

that are currently being distributed by the PCC in São Paulo (Dias, b).

Moreover, if the state is able to reduce police abuse it will lower the need

for a crucial public good provided by prison gangs: protection. The more

states care about prisons conditions, the less necessary prison gangs are.

Also, the present dissertation questions the recent mass incarceration

policy implemented in the state of São Paulo. Such policy has caused dev-

astating effects to the poor population, who has repeatedly been the main

victim of both institutional and criminal violence. In this sense, this thesis

shows the urge for a discussion on the hidden but persistent channels by

which inequality has been perpetuated in the Brazil.

Finally, it should also be noted that this study can be expanded in several

ways. The model shown here was based upon information gathered on the

workings of the PCC, and it has to be tested with data from other prison

gangs in order to give it external validity. Moreover, due to serious lack of

data on the topic, I was not able to incorporate the state dimension into the

model. By including corrupt prison officers and weak public institutions

to our formal analysis one could make the model even more realistic and

derive more robust predictions from subsequent findings. It would lead

to a better-informed discussion on the efficiency of the public institutions

in Brazil’s recent history, and maybe shed some light on the dark side of

country’s current democratic regime.
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) R code for Figure .

# Create the data set

# Sources: http://bit.ly/rImlPE and http://bit.ly/ixhYz

years <- seq(,)

inmates.brazil <- c(, , , , , ,

, , , , , ,

, )

inmates.saopaulo <- c(, , , , , ,

, , ,, , ,

, )

df <- data.frame(years, inmates.brazil, inmates.saopaulo)

# Plot the graph

require("ggplot")

require("scales")

ggplot(df) + geom_line(aes(years, inmates.brazil), lty = ) +

geom_point(aes(years, inmates.brazil), size = ) +

geom_line(aes(years, inmates.saopaulo), lty = ) +

geom_point(aes(years, inmates.saopaulo), size = ) +

scale_x_continuous("Years", breaks=c(,,,,)) +

scale_y_continuous("Number of Inmates", labels = comma) +

annotate("text", ., , label = "Brazil") +

annotate("text", ., , label = "Sao Paulo") +

theme_minimal()


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) R code for Figure .

# Create the data set

# Source: http://bit.ly/SgqjB

year <- seq(, )

homicides <- c(, , , , , , , )

df <- data.frame(year, homicides)

# Plot the graph

require("ggplot")

ggplot(df) + geom_point(aes(year, homicides), size = ) +

geom_line(aes(year, homicides), lty = ) +

xlab("Year") + ylab("Homicides") + theme_minimal()

) R code for Figure 

# Create the data set

# Source: Dias (, )

years <- seq(,)

inmates.deaths <- c(, , , , , , , , , ,

, , , , , , , , , , )

df <- data.frame(years, inmates.deaths)

# Plot the graph

require("ggplot")

ggplot(df) + geom_point(aes(years, inmates.deaths), size = ) +

geom_line(aes(years, inmates.deaths), lty = ) +

xlab("Years") +

ylab("Inmates Killed in Prison") +

theme_minimal()
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) R code for Figure 

# Create the data set

# Source: Dias (, )

years <- seq(,)

kidnappings <- c(, , , , , , , ,

, , , , , , , )

df <- data.frame(years, kidnappings)

# Plot the graph

require("ggplot")

require("scales")

ggplot(df) + geom_line(aes(years, kidnappings), lty = ) +

geom_point(aes(years, kidnappings), size = ) +

scale_y_continuous("Kidnappings", breaks=c(, , )) +

scale_x_continuous("Years", breaks=c(, , , )) +

theme_minimal()

) R code for Figure 

# Create the data set

# Source: Dias (, )

years <- seq(,)

drug.trafficking <- c(, , , , , , , ,

, , , , , , , )

df <- data.frame(years, drug.trafficking)

# Plot the graph

require("ggplot")

require("scales")

ggplot(df) + geom_line(aes(years, drug.trafficking), lty = ) +

geom_point(aes(years, drug.trafficking), size = ) +

scale_y_continuous("Drug Trafficking Arrests", breaks=c(, , )) +

scale_x_continuous("Years", breaks=c(, , , )) +

theme_minimal()
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