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Abstract: This is a quantitative study using 
descriptive statistics methods to analyze how 
deaths from unknown causes in the Brazilian 
prison system from 2014 to 2021 show an on-
going death policy (necropolitics). The research 
started with the gathering and organization of 
official data on mortality rates in Brazilian prison 
institutions. After tracing the scenario of deaths 
of unknown cause in the prison population, we 
examined data from the Mortality Information 
System (SIM) of DATASUS, which counts and 
classifies deaths in Brazil over the years. Final-
ly, we analyzed the behavior of data from time 
series of deaths of unknown cause in terms of 
increase or decrease. The data analyzed showed 
that deaths due to unknown causes in Brazilian

Resumo: Trata-se de um estudo quantitativo 
utilizando métodos de estatística descritiva pa-
ra analisar em que medida as mortes por causas 
desconhecidas no sistema carcerário brasileiro, 
entre os anos de 2014 e 2021, evidenciam uma 
política de morte (necropolítica) em curso. A 
pesquisa iniciou com a reunião e organização 
dos dados oficiais sobre os índices de mortali-
dade nas instituições prisionais brasileiros. Em 
seguida, traçado o cenário de mortes com causa 
desconhecida na população carcerária, examina-
mos os dados do Sistema de Informação sobre 
Mortalidade (SIM) do DATASUS, que contabiliza e 
classifica as mortes no Brasil ao longo dos anos. 
Por fim, analisamos o comportamento dos da-
dos de séries temporais de mortes com causa 
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prisons represented, on average, 10% of the 
deaths that occurred in the period considered. 
Comparing the results with data on deaths from 
external causes in the population shows that the 
conditions of deprivation of liberty associated 
with a necropolitical context enhance the lack of 
commitment to public care policies for citizens 
under the guardianship of the state.

 
 
 
Keywords: Necropolitics – Prison system – Hu-
man rights – Deaths – Public policies.

desconhecida em termos de aumento ou dimi-
nuição. Os dados analisados mostraram que as 
mortes por causas desconhecidas nas prisões 
brasileiras representam, em média, 10% dos 
óbitos ocorridos no período considerado. A com-
paração dos resultados com os dados de mortes 
por causas externas na população evidencia que 
as condições de privação de liberdade associa-
das a um contexto necropolítico potencializam o 
descomprometimento com as políticas públicas 
de cuidado aos cidadãos sob tutela do estado.

Palavras-chave: Necropolítica – Sistema pri-
sional – Direitos humanos – Mortes – Políticas 
públicas.
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1.	I ntroduction

It is not new to say that the Brazilian prison system is collapsing. This situation in which 
it is immersed has already been recognized by the Brazilian Federal Supreme Court, in the 
injunction of the Action for Non-compliance with Fundamental Precept No. 347/2015. 
Daily, Brazilian society and institutions are faced with facts that show the extremely high 
rate of violence produced in the prison environment. In addition to the deaths produced 
in the context of rebellions and power struggle between factions that dominate significant 
spaces of Brazilian penitentiary institutions, the statistics produced about the fulfillment of 
custodial sentences in the country draw attention to the high number of deaths of detainees 
due to “unknown causes” – the central theme of this study.

The Federal Constitution of 1988 establishes, in its art. 5, important limitations to the 
state punitive power directly related to the application of the custodial sentence, by pro-
hibiting: a) the submission of any person to torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment 
(item III); b) the imposition of death sentences (except in the case of declared war), life sen-
tences, forced labor, banishment or cruel or infamous sentences (item XLVII). Likewise, 
the Constitutional Text assures everyone, among other guarantees related to the imposi-
tion of custodial sentences: a) the individualization of the penalty and its fulfillment in pe-
nal establishments that consider the nature of the crime committed, and the convict age and 
sex (item XLVIII); b) the respect for the physical and moral integrity of the convicts (item 
XLIX) (BRASIL, 1988). 

In the infra-constitutional scope, the Penal Execution Law (Law nº 7.210/1984) estab-
lishes, as a duty of the State, the material, sanitary, legal, educational, social, and religious 


