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Summary: Ecuador returns to the polls 
in April to vote on a referendum proposed 
by the Daniel Noboa administration. Un-
like other political-electoral junctures, on 
this occasion, the contenders are not clear-
ly visible, nor does the content of  the ques-
tions seem to sufficiently excite voters. At 
first glance, the escalating violence (social, 
political, and criminal) has tampered pros-
pects for the working class target voters, while 
the elites representing financial, rentier, and  
agro-industrial capital, and those representing 
criminal capital, have a dynamic interaction  
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in play as part of  their efforts to maintain 
their stakes in power The political-ideological  
disarmament has much to do with the mil-
itary strategy adopted since the declaration 
of  the domestic armed conflict on January 9, 
as it does with the incapacity of  the left to 
dispute the meanings that are constructed as 
part of  a war scenario. How, then, to take a 
stand against the April referendum? Here it 
is argued that one option is to rethink secu-
rity as a political field, which should and can 
be contested.  11
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Ecuador returns to the polls on April 21 to 
vote on eleven questions: five classified as 
referendum or constitutional amendment 
questions, and six popular consultation ques-
tions.2 In total, eight questions are related to 
security, which shows the importance of  the 
topic when it comes to the perception of  cit-
izens and in the political agenda. Of  these, 
three questions deserve more attention. 

The first seeks to give constitutional valida-
tion to military presence in policing tasks. 
Already in 2015, the Rafael Correa admin-
istration introduced a similar reform through 
the National Assembly. Three years later, the 
Constitutional Court struck it down. Since 
then, each administration in power has ap-
plied what are called “states of  exception” to 
take the military out of  their barracks and 
put them onto the streets. If  this question is 
approved, the militarization of  public securi-
ty will have constitutional protection.

Another constitutional amendment has to do 
with the extradition of  Ecuadorians. Though 
currently prohibited, extradition is a center-
piece of  the “war on drugs” that Washington 
has been promoting for 50 years. Over time, 
despite the fact that extradited drug traffick-
ers have learned to manipulate the US justice 
system (Delgado et al., 2021), in Ecuador it 
continues to be promoted as a magic bullet. 
In last year’s referendum (05/02/2023), a 
similar question was already posed and did 
not obtain majority support. However, pres-
sure from the U.S. Embassy has made recy-
cling this question possible. 

2 Here you can read the 11 questions: https://www.cne.gob.ec/consulta-popular-y-referendum-2024/ 

However, the most troubling question is the 
following:

“Do you agree that weapons, their parts or 
pieces, explosives, ammunition or acces-
sories that were instruments and material 
objects of  a crime, may be destined to the 
immediate use of  the National Police or the 
Armed Forces, reforming the Organic Inte-
gral Criminal Code as set out in the Annex 
to the question?”

This reform reduces the possibility of  being 
able to identify who is committing murders: 
whether an agent of  the State or a common 
criminal. This means that a new outlook of   
political-criminal violence is on the horizon: 
one of  paramilitarism. 

Last year, Guillermo Lasso had already re-
laxed rules on the possession and carrying of  
weapons for civilians, stimulating both legal 
importation of  weapons and their trafficking. 
Now, the idea is for security forces to take 
advantage of  black market technological ad-
vantages in weapons, ammunition, and ex-
plosives to take on criminal groups. With this 
question, arms manufacturers and traffickers 
are licking their lips. 

Seen in this perspective, the referendum has 
a dual political purpose. On the one hand, 
they seek to further militarize public securi-
ty. This process began in 2012, during the 
Rafael Correa administration; but it took on 
another dimension during the Lenín Moreno  
(2017-2021) administration, under the  
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zealous tutelage of  the United States  
Embassy (Córdova, 2024). 

On the other hand, the attempt is being made 
to defuse the process of  capital accumula-
tion through mega-mining, agribusiness, the 
installation of  special economic zones and 
green extractivism, all in the name of  the 
energy transition of  the global north. Two 
referendum questions point in this direction: 
one introducing an hourly labor contract and 
another liberalizing international arbitration. 

A close look at the public statements made 
by business associations, their representatives 
in formal politics, the reports of  the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, and the speeches of  
the head of  the U.S. Southern Command 
leave little room for doubt. 

For the bloc holding power, howsoever still 
weak in electoral terms, the April referendum 
comes as an opportunity to consolidate that 
power. If  they win, not only will they multi-
ply their chances in the 2025 elections, but 
the most predatory policies against the public 
interest can be implemented during the re-
mainder of  Noboa’s administration.

The backdrop is the fight against “orga-
nized crime,” “terrorists,” or “narco-terror-
ism.” These labels identify the enemy to be 
defeated, but their content is so ambiguous 
that it allows for an extensive and arbitrary 
interpretation. That is why it was not difficult 
for the October 2019 and June 2022 demon-
strations, led by the indigenous and peasant 
movement, to be attributed to drug traffick-
ing and organized crime in a single stroke. 

The manipulation of  (dis)affections must be 
added to this. As affections have no vocab-
ulary and are expressed through aesthetic 
representations, the violent rituals of  crimi-
nality incapacitate the population and make 
it easier to emotionally control them through 
fear: fear of  chaos, fear of  the Mexican nar-
cos, fear of  Venezuelan immigrants, fear of  
foreigners. Fear of  blacks, fear of  indigenous 
people, fear of  one’s own neighbor. Prison 
massacres, selective assassinations, or dis-
appearances are part of  this nomenclature 
of  horror that is shaping a subjectivity con-
ducive to militaristic responses throughout  
Latin America. 

What gives meaning to contemporary milita-
rism in the region is a metaphysics of  order 
based on the political philosophy of  Thomas 
Hobbes. The core of  his approach is that in 
the face of  an “existential threat” to state se-
curity, there is no alternative but one resem-
bling a Leviathan (Neal, 2019). Thus, calling 
in the military to restore order by force be-
comes an “existential necessity.”

In this context is only natural that military and 
civilians with militarized discourses speak of  
“organized crime” or “narco-terrorists” as an 
“existential threat” to the State. Taking them 
out - the bad guys - is a matter of  life and 
death. In Ecuador, for example, it is com-
mon to hear phrases like this: “We have lost 
sovereignty in the country’s prisons”; which 
makes military intervention of  the military  
penitentiary system socially tolerated.  
Following this reasoning: who could op-
pose the militarization of  public security, if  
it is an existential necessity to restore order? 
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This rhetorical formula underpins the April  
referendum and the regime’s military strategy.

As can be seen, in this “logic of  security,” 
politics is a substitute for war. Politics be-
comes war by other means. Therefore, there 
is no room for difference, for discrepancy, or 
for conflict. “Citizens’’” lives depend on the 
death of  “narco-terrorists” and all of  their al-
lies, accomplices, and accessories. A perma-
nent state of  war is inaugurated that restricts 
democracy to the point of  starvation. 

The power coalition represented in Daniel 
Noboa’s administration seeks, through the 
April referendum, to sacralize this biopolit-
ical context. Therefore, it is essential to con-
test its outcome. How can this be done? By 
changing the coordinates of  discourse and 
collective action. That is, thinking of  securi-
ty as a political field that can and should be 
contested. 

There is no doubt that citizen protection 
is a basic public good for the exercise of   
other rights. Without minimum individual safe-
ty conditions, children and adolescents would 
not even be able to go to school. For this rea-
son, protection is an essential task of  any dem-
ocratic political community (González, 2020). 
In theory, this political community is endowed 
with a state apparatus in charge of  guarantee-
ing it by monopolizing the use of  force.

In practice, this is not the case. The State’s 
coercive apparatus distributes protection 
and repression based on a given socioeco-
nomic structure. In those areas where in-
equalities are chronic, there is likely to be 

more repression than protection, preserving 
these asymmetries. 

It all depends on how political economies are 
configured at the local level: what kind of  
agreements (formal and informal) business-
men and government authorities establish to 
define protection priorities or repression ob-
jectives, and what kind of  actors are involved 
in providing security: police, military, intelli-
gence services, “municipal police “, private 
security guards, or the paramilitary. 

From this perspective, illegal economies al-
low the reproduction of  capital by extracting 
rents from the State (through corruption in 
public procurement), from natural resourc-
es (through illegal mining or trafficking of  
species), and from the population under its 
control (through extortion and kidnapping), 
as required. Criminal capital has always 
been functional to capitalism and organized 
crime has been a consubstantial part of  the 
construction of  the modern state (Andreas, 
2013; Mandić, 2021; Paley, 2014).

The criminal groups that strive to monopo-
lize these markets would not be able to do so 
without the participation of  state agents who 
provide them with mafia-like protection to  
carry out their misdeeds. The weapons and 
ammunition locked in the office of  the di-
rector of  the regional prison of  Guayaquil 
are proof  of  this (El Universo, 2023). Sab-
otage of  the radar system located on the 
hill of  Montecristi, under military custody, 
which occurred on November 7, 2021, is an-
other eloquent example (Mendoza, 2023). 
The allocation of  banana export quotas to 
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shell companies by Ministry of  Agriculture  
officials in the notorious narco-banana in-
dustry (Manrique, 2023) removes all shadow 
of  a doubt. 

Conceiving security as a political field re-
quires a dynamic positioning against official 
theories. However, it also requires an under-
standing of  the relational nature of  security. 
Here, it is no longer a question of  defending 
the security of  an idyllic state, but of  recov-
ering the conditions for life in community 
to be possible. It is the political community  
-diverse, heterogeneous and molecular- 
which, by ensuring decent conditions for 
social coexistence, achieves integral security. 
Without political community, no sovereign-
ty is possible. The legitimacy of  the State is 
born therefrom and also from the loyalty of  
its citizens. 

At the grassroots, urgency comes in disputing 
the sense of  order with which war capitalism 
is legitimized. It is urgent to vindicate the pos-
sibility of  conflict as a mechanism for social 
change. But, above all, it is urgent to recog-
nize the cultural landscape that provides the 
aesthetic representations with which children 
and adolescents are imagining their individu-
al futures (Lechner, 2015). Which are are the 
images through which the individual recog-
nizes himself  as such? What are the collective 
imaginaries to give meaning to new ways of  
coexisting? It is within the social fabric that 
the first battle within the political field of  se-
curity must be won. 
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