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Abstract: This article explores lead contamination, or plumb-
ism, as both an illness and a symptom of social suffering
caused by unscrupulous corporations operating with the com-
plicity of corrupt governments and backed up by medical bad
faith in El Salvador. I explore how the biomedical model of
disease (as a quantifiable phenomenon) is used politically to
contest and delegitimize victims of plumbism, privileging eco-
nomic progress over human welfare. I examine the tensions
between official narratives and people’s narratives of illness
and their relationship to an ideology of industrial development
and economic prosperity in El Salvador.
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Résumé : Cet article explore intoxication par le plomb, ou
« plombisme », 3 la fois comme maladie et comme symptome
d’'une souffrance sociale causée par des entreprises sans scru-
pules, qui exploitent avec la complicité de gouvernements
corrompus et se voient appuyées par la mauvaise foi médicale
au Salvador. J’examine comment le modéle biomédical de la
maladie (en tant que phénomeéne quantifiable) est utilisé politi-
quement pour contester et déligitimer les victimes du plom-
bisme, privilégiant ainsi le progrés économique au détriment
du bien-étre humain. J’étudie les tensions entre les récits offi-
ciels et ceux des gens sur la maladie, ainsi que les rapports
qu’entretiennent ces récits avec I'idéologie du développement
industriel et de la prospérité économique au Salvador.
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Introduction

According to Trotter (1990), the four culturally shaped
sources of lead exposure in human societies are
food habits, health beliefs, beauty practices and histori-
cal and modern technology. Although lead poisoning is
one of the oldest known and most widely studied en-
vironmental toxicants, it continues to be an industrial
challenge and a health catastrophe around the world
(Aufderheide 1993; Gidlow 2004; Markowitz and Rosner
2002; Pérez, Handley and Grieshop 2010; Rambousek
2008; Singer 2011). Lead toxicity can severely affect
organs, tissues and the reproductive and nervous sys-
tems, particularly in children (Markowitz 2000). It is
also known to cause permanent learning and behaviou-
ral disorders (Markowitz and Rosner 2002; Nriagu et
al. 1996). Its main symptoms include abdominal pain,
confusion, headache, anemia, irritability and, in severe
cases, seizures, coma and death (Guidotti and Ragain
2007; Ragan and Turner 2009; U.S. National Toxicology
Program 2012). Plumbism is the term given to the mul-
tiple symptoms caused by lead. The World Health Orga-
nization claims that more than 10 micrograms of lead
per decilitre of a person’s blood poses serious health
risks. More recently, studies by the U.S. National Toxi-
cology Program and the U.S. National Institute of Envi-
ronmental Health Sciences (2014) claim that no amount
of lead in the body is too small to be insignificant (Rossi
2008). Nevertheless, in the community of Sitio del Nino,
in San Juan Opico, El Salvador, some people have more
than 50 micrograms of lead per decilitre of blood in their
bodies. In the course of a decade of industrial opera-
tions, a car battery manufacturing and recycling plant
contaminated the soil, water, food, air and people of this
community with lead. Owned and operated by Baterias
de El Salvador (BAES), this plant came to be known
as La Récord, since Récord is the brand name of the
batteries it produces. Between 1997 and 2007 more
than 7,500 people were contaminated by lead in Sitio
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del Nifo and now suffer from various degrees of
plumbism (De Burgos 2011; Vasque and Yada 2009).

In this article I examine plumbism as a “biosocial”
problem—one that is both a bodily illness and a form of
social poisoning. Here I define social poisoning as the
systematic disruption of the social conditions that allow
humans to enjoy experiential health—freedom from ill-
ness and alienation, the capacity for human develop-
ment, self-discovery, self-actualization and transcen-
dence of alienating social circumstances (Kelman 1980).
Taking a critical medical anthropology approach, I ana-
lyze how corporate irresponsibility, government sub-
ordination and the “bad faith” of medical institutions
caused, and then exacerbated, plumbism in Sitio del
Nifio. The actions and inactions of these entities are
predicated on an industrial development ideology that
privileges economic growth over human welfare. Bad
faith or, mawvaise foi in French, is the term Jean-Paul
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir use to describe the situa-
tion in which human beings under social pressure adopt
false values and disown their innate freedom to act
authentically (Childers and Hentzi 1995). Here I explore
the cultural conditions that transform plumbism into a
politically contested arena where subjective experiences
of lead contamination are biosocially suffered by some
while politically, medically and legally denied by the
powerful who blame the victims for their ill health.
Similar cases have been documented elsewhere. A prime
example is the work of Renfrew (2013), who in examin-
ing the cultural politics of lead poisoning in Montevideo,
Uruguay, reveals its link to housing informality, social
exclusion and marginality. Nevertheless, he claims that
those in power systematically shift responsibility for
lead poisoning onto its victims.

Theoretically, I draw from Galtung’s (1969) concept
of structural violence and Farmer’s (2004) pathologies
of power, or how control, influence and authority can be
illness-causing agents. The term structural violence
generally refers to a form of tacit violence that occurs
when some social structure or social institution actually
harms people by preventing them from meeting their
basic needs, including the inviolable right to health.

In addition, my analysis is informed by Lock and
Kaufert’s (2001) argument that “local biologies,” as
opposed to universal biology, actually reflect the very
different social and physical conditions of people’s lives
from one society to another. Similarly, Horton and
Barker (2010) convincingly demonstrate that biology dif-
fers not only because of culture, diet and environment
but also because of disparities in insurance coverage.
Thus, my contribution in this article is to examine the
role of social poisoning in reshaping the local biologies
of structurally vulnerable people (Quesada et al. 2011)
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owing to their place of residence and economic status.
Schell (1997) argues that in stratified societies the risk
of exposure to harmful material is focused on the socio-
economically disadvantaged. This exposure has conse-
quences that increase the likelihood of more exposure
and more socio-economic disadvantage, thereby increas-
ing social stratification.

Methods

This article is based on four months of participant ob-
servation in Sitio del Nifio and six months of archival
investigation, backed up by more than ten years of
anthropological research in El Salvador. In previous
visits to this country, I met with community activists
and regular residents from Sitio del Nifio. In 2007 I
heard about their lead contamination tragedy on an
Internet radio show. In 2009 I went to the community
with a distinet research interest in mind. However,
upon arriving, I witnessed the severity of the contamina-
tion and expressed to some community leaders my inter-
est in making a documentary film about the lead con-
tamination. They immediately liked the idea, which they
saw as an opportunity to gain international exposure for
their struggle for health, environmental security and
social justice. After I met with my initial contacts, they
introduced me to more members of the community and
helped me build a wider network of cultural consultants.
Through participant observation, I “hung out” in the
community and went to many meetings, rallies, court
sessions, marches and informal gatherings. In addition,
I routinely visited families and community leaders to
talk informally about lead contamination and its effect
on their physical bodies and their social life. On several
occasions, I also visited the local clinic and the parish
church, where I spoke to two physicians and the local
priest respectively. With a special permit issued by a
San Juan Opico judge, I was allowed to enter La Récord
factory with a filming crew to see the conditions of the
plant and talk to some employees. My Salvadorean-
born wife, Cecilia Guillén, and some local residents
worked with me as research assistants. They all played
a very important role in helping me collect data through
interviews and surveys. In total, we conducted 60 semi-
structured and 25 informal interviews with Sitio del
Nifo residents, including 10 community leaders and 15
former BAES workers. The interview questions in-
cluded issues of community history, employment, com-
munity activism, industrial development, environmental
safety, illness symptoms and narratives, and theories of
contagion, as well as local understandings of the nature
and genesis of the lead contamination. The length of the
interviews ranged from ten minutes to an hour. Fifty-
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three participants were Sitio del Nifio residents, men
and women from 18 to 70 years old.

This ethnographic study was complemented with
extensive archival research that included newspaper
articles, as well as governmental, legal, medical and en-
vironmental documents related to the claims, litigation
and denial of lead contamination. I conducted most of
the archival research in San Salvador at the Centre for
Appropriate Technology, known by its Spanish acronym,
CESTA. In San Salvador I interviewed CESTA’s foun-
der and director, world-renowned environmentalist and
human rights activist Dr. Ricardo Navarro. I also inter-
viewed two other human rights activists and two BAES
apologists, including Roberto Giron, the leading member
of the BAES legal defence team. I audio and video
recorded most of the interviews during my research
and used the footage to make the documentary The Site
of Lead (De Burgos 2011) and to write this article from
the copious field notes I took during my participant
observation.

BAES, the Community and Industrial
Policies

BAES was founded in 1961 as a small manufacturing
plant in a densely populated neighbourhood in San Sal-
vador. In 1995 it moved to Sitio del Nifo, in the fertile
Zapotitin Valley. BAES claimed it moved to a desig-
nated industrial area deemed “not suitable for agricul-
tural production due to its dry climate and poor soil”
(BAES 1997:1). Historically, however, this valley has
been considered a classic-period Maya agricultural field
(Zier 1980). In its more recent history, it was part of a
vast plain used as an agricultural and livestock-rearing
area. In the 1950s the Zapotitan irrigation project was
built in this zone, and in 1956 the National School of
Agriculture was also established in this valley precisely
because of its fertile soil and optimum precipitation.
The arrival of La Récord and other manufacturing
plants, however, drastically altered the conditions and
the social perception of the landscape. Idioms of progress
were used to describe agricultural land as unproductive,
while factories and industrial structures were positioned
as the embodiments of progress. When the BAES repre-
sentatives first contacted the community, residents were
told that a cookie factory was going to open.

One late afternoon, more than twelve years ago,
some friends of the family came to our home to share
samples of the cookies the factory was supposed to
produce. BAES lied to us because they opened a car
battery manufacturing plant. Nevertheless, we were
happy because initially it brought jobs. But, later on,
it also brought illness and death to our community.
[Manuel Carranza, M60!]
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The cookie tale was soon replaced by promises of jobs,
which quickly attracted more people to the area. Impro-
vised homes were built near the plant; eventually, many
of these homes became permanent dwellings.

In its previous location, La Récord manufactured
about 200 car batteries per day. In Sitio del Nifo it
processed around 1,800 car batteries daily, including re-
cycled and new ones (BAES 1997:1). Quickly, La Récord
became the largest recycling and manufacturing plant
for automotive batteries in Central America. It also
grew to be the largest car battery distributor, expanding
its operations throughout Central America and the
Caribbean. When it reached full operations, it generated
close to 400 direct jobs and up to 2,500 indirect jobs and
exported approximately US$27 million in batteries a
year (BAES 1997).

When BAES came to Sitio del Nifo, the govern-
ment of the right-wing party Republican Nationalistic
Alliance was in full swing, privatizing state-owned com-
panies and resources, including pension funds (Arias
2008). This trend, however, was not predicated on local
initiatives. Since the early 1990s, El Salvador had been
under pressure to implement a so-called modernization
program financed by the Inter-American Development
Bank and the World Bank (Moreno 2005). Driven by
the financial interests of these banks and implemented
by national governments, the reforms aimed at reducing
the powers and functions of the state by promoting the
neoliberalization of the economy, including the privatiza-
tion of state assets and most of the public sector services
(Arias 2008; Ibarra 2001; Moreno 2005). As a result,
these policies further subordinated the state to corpo-
rate economic interests, paving the way for even more
abusive relations of production.

The idea of promoting economic growth through
“modernization” in El Salvador goes back to the estab-
lishment of zonas francas (duty-free industrial zones;
henceforth ZFs) in the 1970s. In theory, ZFs were
designed to modernize the country through the creation
of large industrial complexes, introduced as a massive
opportunity for jobs creation and the diversification of
the economy (Figueroa and Granados 2011). Initially,
less than a dozen transnational corporations established
their manufacturing plants in ZF's. Presently, however,
there are more than a hundred factories (Figueroa and
Granados 2011). In practice, ZFs continue to provide
ideal opportunities for investors who want to make
profits with almost no labour, social, moral or even legal
restrictions. Neoliberal economic policies, relaxed labour
laws and tax exemptions are only some of the incentives
that make ZF's enticing for investors (Angel-Mira 2013).
Furthermore, a lack of rigorous operational regulations,
and hardly any interest by the authorities in enforcing
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them, makes ZFs breeding grounds for labour and
human rights abuses (ITUC-CSI 2009).2 This is not
even remarkable in El Salvador since, for all practical
purposes, the aim of establishing ZFs was production,
not human welfare (Figueroa and Granados 2011). This
is precisely the context in which La Récord established
itself in a fertile agricultural area, operated with no
restriction and became the centre of a catastrophic set
of social relations of productions.

The Contamination

La Récord came to a place with a lovely name: El
Sitio del Nivio. It means “The Site of the Child,” in
reference to baby Jesus. However, La Récord uses
great amounts of lead for its manufacturing process;
this lead slowly and imperceptibly began to poison
everyone in the community. [Dagoberto Gutierrez,
personal communication, July 12, 2009]

Automobile batteries? are rechargeable lead-acid devices
made of lead plates contained in a bath of sulphuric acid
inside a plastic casing. After prolonged use and numer-
ous cycles of recharging, the lead-acid plates deteriorate
(Blacksmith Institute 2013). Under the Basel Conven-
tion, sulphuric acid and the lead contained in batteries
have been classified as hazardous waste. This convention
obliges signing countries to ensure that toxic waste is
managed and disposed of in an environmentally sound
manner. Although El Salvador is a signing party to
this treaty, these conventions are rarely followed. Fur-
thermore, neither the Salvadorean constitution nor its
Labour Code guarantees free speech to workers in the
private sector. Thus, if a worker informs the media
about toxic waste in the workplace, the company’s
administration can legally fire the worker (Hernandez
de Menjivar 1995). The following testimonies come from
former BAES employees who, although aware of the
contamination, had to remain silent while employed at
BAES.

Lead and other harmful chemicals were deliberately
mismanaged in order to save the company money.
There was little or no concern for our health. Rather
than properly disposing of toxic waste, we were
ordered to dump it on the ground or bury it beneath
the topsoil. It was less expensive this way. But the
lead quickly started to permeate the water bed and
consequently contaminated the wells from which we
get our drinking water. (Martin Alfaro, M52)

La Récord would leave tons of lead slag unattended
in open spaces, permanently exposed to rain and
wind, spreading lead slag all over the community.
Millions of lead particles gradually invaded the walls
and the roof of the homes near the factory. La
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Récord used bio-accumulators, which caused great
contamination in the community. As lead plates were
melted in large industrial furnaces, lead ash was
released and later fell on our community. We breathe
what comes out of the factory’s smokestacks. (Marcos
Platero, M56)

Indeed, soil containing lead compounds typically turns
to dust and becomes airborne. Lead amalgams are then
easily inhaled or ingested by humans and animals in a
variety of ways, including by drinking lead-contaminated
water (Majid and Shahid 2012). According to the U.S.
National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences,
lead is a naturally occurring metal found deep within
the ground (2014). Located there, it is never a health
concern; when high concentrations are found in a single
and superficial area, however, lead is always a health
threat.* The U.S. Geological Survey estimates that the
average naturally occurring concentration of lead in soil
is 16 parts per million (ppm) (Shacklette and Boerngen
1984). In 1996 the José Simedn Canas Central American
University conducted the first contamination study in
Sitio del Nifno. Eighteen samples were taken from the
basins of the Sucio, Acelhuate and Cuaya Rivers to mea-
sure the ecological impact of the industrial zone in the
Zapotitan Valley. Approximately 88 per cent of samples
showed alterations in their chemical and biological com-
positions. Lead residues were also found but were only
slightly above normal levels (Esquivel Orellana 1996).
A second study conducted in 2009 found 134 ppm of
lead in Sitio del Nino. This study was directed by the
Salvadorean Centre for Nuclear Research and Applica-
tions and the Salvadorean Office for the Defense of Hu-
man Rights (Campos, Yada and Vasquez 2009). A more
thorough exploration, conducted between 2010 and 2012
by experts from the Salvadorean Ministry of the Envi-
ronment and the U.S. Protection Agency and Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), initially
found that some areas in Sitio del Nifio have up to 400
ppm of lead. However, its conclusion revealed a more
nefarious aspect of the toxic legacy. Some soil samples
collected near La Récord tested as high as 30,000 to
40,000 ppm of lead (MARN 2012). This gradual acecumu-
lation of lead and the reported plumbism epidemic sug-
gest that, before the arrival of La Récord, the concen-
trations of lead in this area probably did not deviate
from naturally occurring amounts. Table 1 shows various
levels of physical contamination and the ways people
perceive such levels in terms of types of soils.

Initial Narratives of Lead Contamination

Catholic priest Father Julio Mendoza (M52) told me that
when he first came to Sitio del Nifo, people did not
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Table 1: Physical measurement and popular perceptions
of contamination

Year Parts per Million Perceptions
(Lead) of contamination
1996 Between 16 and 20 Relatively normal
2009 Over 134 Contaminated
2010 Over 400 Very contaminated
2011 Between 30,000 and 40,000 Over-contaminated

think critically about health and death: “Most would con-
ceive both subjects as matters of God but not as issues
of social or economic circumstances.” All this changed
when, in January 2005, Patricio Rivas, a lay minister,
told Father Mendoza a gruesome story about a four-
year-old boy who had died in Sitio del Nifio who had ap-
peared to be strangely dehydrated, almost to the point
of desiccation. Mendoza suspected this was not a natural
death but one triggered by irresponsible industrial opera-
tions. The following testimony summarizes Mendoza’s
participation in helping initiate the community activism
that led to two central events: the shocking discovery of
thousands of people irreversibly contaminated with lead
and a unique and transformative episode in the political
history of El Salvador, discussed later.

Initially, the death of the desiccated boy was re-
garded as a natural death. As a priest, however, I
am aware of the multiple social problems in my par-
ish. So, after I learned about that horrible death,
Rivas and I went to inspect the surroundings of La
Récord. Almost immediately, we discovered that all
metal structures near the factory, including barbed
wire and fences, were corroded. I was among the first
few individuals who made the connection between
people’s ill health in the community and La Récord.
As both interest and preoccupation with lead contam-
ination grew, we organized a local environmental
committee. It started with four people, but it soon
grew larger, to around 50 members. We called it the
Ecological Committee. This led to widespread com-
munity activism by several hundred people. One day,
however, engineers from La Récord came to see me
in my parish and offered me $123,000 to dissolve the
environmental group. They didn’t shamelessly try to
bribe me; rather, they told me that the money was
for a potable water project in the community. Addi-
tionally, they also offered me $75,000 for any other
project of my choice. Insulted by their immoral pro-
posal, I told them to leave my parish immediately.
They left but later retaliated. In June 2006, Rivas re-
ceived several death threats. Frightened, he left the
committee and fled the country. The same month,
my brother and I were coming home from a meeting
in preparation for a huge demonstration against the
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factory’s contamination; suddenly, a man in a car
that had been following us started shooting at us.
Miraculously, we escaped unhurt. After that incident,
I continued to make people more aware of the seri-
ousness of the contamination, including during Sun-
day mass. Everyone in the community understood
that the factory was contaminating the impoverished
but not the healthy. We organized several big marches,
and people would bring banners with anti-contamina-
tion slogans. On several occasions, some even brought
dead desiccated animals they found around the
factory. The contamination started to get national
notoriety. Unfortunately, the same year, I was trans-
ferred to another parish by my superiors. [Personal
communication, August, 12, 2009].

When people started airing concerns about toxic lead
pollution, not everyone in the community was ready to
blame La Récord. There was resistance, especially from
people who worked at the factory or depended on it
financially. Some would even organize small demonstra-
tions in support of the factory and in defence of their
employment. Eventually, however, this support with-
ered away, as it became increasingly evident that the
issue was no longer just a matter of jobs but one of
health, life and death. Many workers at La Récord and
members of their families started to experience ill health
from lead exposure and conceived the contamination in a
new light5.

In September 2005 a second and more militant envi-
ronmental committee was formed. It came to be known
as the Movimiento sin Plomo (MSP), Spanish for “Un-
leaded Movement.” One of its most prominent leaders,
Mejia (M34), became an important cultural consultant
in this study. After I met him in 2009, I quickly learned
that autobiographical narratives were central for the
expression of lead contamination as a form of local per-
ceptions of social suffering. Similar to Kleinman and
colleagues (1997), these leaders defined social suffering
as the whole assemblage of human problems that result
from what political, economic and institutional power
does to people. However, because it was related to lead
contamination, they thought of it as a form of social poi-
soning. Under the auspices of these two environmental
groups, broad ideas of the harmful effects of lead on
humans, animals and the environment became part of
everyday conversations. As more people in the com-
munity started suffering from “unfamiliar health prob-
lems,” the idea that lead from La Récord was making
them sick became a prominent explanatory model.
Soon, community leaders discovered that a great number
of children were sick with rare and comparable symp-
toms. In July 2009 Mejia told me:
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Ever since we moved into this area, our son started
having repeated abdominal pains. But physicians
couldn’t tell us what was wrong with him. He had no
parasites or any other apparent cause. At that time,
we didn’t suspect it was lead contamination. How-
ever, much later we realized we had serious health
issues in the community when a significant number
of children started complaining from unexplained
but recurring symptoms. The most common ones
included nosebleeds, nausea, vomiting, headaches,
bone aches, diarrhea, skin rash, abdominal pain,
respiratory problems, hyperactivity and learning dis-
abilities. Naturally, we sought medical help and made
the connection between lead contamination and our
deteriorating health.

Children are particularly susceptible to lead poison-
ing because they go through phases of rapid growth dur-
ing which the effects of lead on cellular functions are
particularly severe (Markowitz and Rosner 2013). Other
factors include their tendency to place toys and other
objects, which could contain lead or lead-contaminated
dust, in their mouths, as well as living below the poverty
line in older housing and being closer to the ground than
adults. As the most vulnerable members of the commu-
nity, children became the first victims of lead poisoning.
At this point, community leaders realized plumbism had
become an epidemic. Brown (2007) argues that organ-
ized social movements are crucial in recognizing and
acting to combat environmental diseases. They help
overturn dominant epidemiological paradigms by chang-
ing the unilinear direction of policy-making and bringing
new perspectives to health and the environment, as well
as to the relationships among people, knowledge, power
and authority.

Medical Denial and Community Resistance

By November 2005 the number of children suffering
from plumbism had drastically increased. In the span
of three months, the epidemic went from approximately
12 to over 70 documented cases. A large number of
children were taken to the local clinic for lead-related
complaints; there, patients noticed unusual clinician be-
haviour. Similar to the medical bad faith? described
by Scheper-Hughes (1993) in Brazil, medical personnel
blatantly diminished, dismissed and denied lead contam-
ination as the source of illness. The following testimony
of such refutation is one of more than 20 cases I gathered
during the study.

I took my two children to the clinic because they had
respiratory problems and nausea. I told them I was
suspicious of the lead contamination. But both the
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nurse and physician told me that we were all sick
because we burn plastic when incinerating garbage.
They were willing to accept all sorts of possible
explanations, except lead. They tried to dissuade us
from making any connection between our sickness
and lead contamination. [Marta Jimenez, F27]

This initial dismissal was not an isolated incident.
The number of instances in which medical personnel
systematically discounted plumbism increased, as did
the number of people claiming to suffer from it. Patients
became distrustful of local medical personnel. According
to an MSP leader, Emilio Comayagua (M59), these deni-
als were part of a government cover-up. “They are pro-
tecting BAES, not the community and its people,” he
said. For Benjamin Cuellar, director of the Central
American University’s Human Rights Institute, a gov-
ernment cover-up was not a surprise since, in El Salva-
dor, the rules of the game privilege a few and harm the
majority. “In this country, the government is tough with
the impoverished and meek with the rich. The economic
privileges of a few people override the health rights of
millions” (Cuellar, personal communication, August 8,
2009). Rather than meekly accepting the initial diagnosis
that denied lead toxicity, both the Ecological Committee
and the MSP started an educational campaign. As MSP
leader Mejia put it, “We taught people in our community
that lead is a heavy metal that our body doesn’t need,;
therefore, it is harmful to our health.” People’s under-
standing of the pathological scope of plumbism in-
creased; for example, Manueal Vaquerano (M63) told
me that, in addition to the worsening of their own health,
lead contamination was affecting their food and animals.
“For example,” he related,

I have three cows. Before [the lead contamination]
they would get pregnant easily. Nowadays, however,
three, four or five moons pass by and they don’t get
pregnant, unless I spend money to ensure they do.
All this is caused by the contaminated grass and
water we feed our animals. [2009]

A 2013 study, conducted by the School of Biological
Sciences from the Salvadorean National University,
found that the milk from at least six commercial farms
operating near La Récord is contaminated with lead
(Guillén-Paredes 2013). Furthermore, during my research,
some residents reported that every day many species of
birds and pets are found dead near the factory. At one
point, the contamination was so unbearable that every
morning people could actually see the fields covered by
a cloud of grey dust.
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Every morning we can sense the acidity in the air
coming from the La Récord factory. It comes and
goes with the wind. The nasty odour suffocating us is
coming from La Récord. Therefore, our health prob-
lems are clearly caused by the contamination. Night
and day the plant sends out poisonous gases through
its smokestacks. [Mario Morales, M59]

Marta Domitila (F31) told me that because her
home was near the factory, she used to keep her chil-
dren inside her house day and night. Alicia Martinez
(F28) stated that the worst experience was feeling
powerless to stop the contamination. “It is painful to
see my own children suffering hopelessly. We are all ill
here and that’s because we are impoverished people.”
Although not everyone in the community was sick with
plumbism, most families had at least one member affected
by it. Nevertheless, local physicians and nurses continued
to insult patients who complained about lead. Sick children
and adults were routinely ridiculed by nurses and physi-
cians for blaming lead as the cause of their illness. “I
went to the clinic because I had incessant headaches,
nausea and anemia, but as soon as I started explaining
how I felt, a nurse laughing at me said: ‘Oh no, now
you'll tell us that you are sick because of lead poison-
ing’” (Maritza Martinez, F26).

Some physicians would laugh at lead claims and
explicitly tell their patients that all lead contamination
claims originated more in their imagination than in a
factual poisoning.

Once a physician laughingly told a very sick woman,
‘T bet you are going to tell me that lead is making
you sick.” He even pointed his index finger at his
head and said, ‘Lead is only in your mind.’ Another
physician told me he didn’t know why we kept com-
plaining so much about lead if anyway lead is all
around us. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘this tile floor contains
lead, the paint in your walls has lead, some kitchen
utensils you use have lead and so on.’ I think physi-
cians and nurses were simply following orders. It
was obvious that, behind the physician’s attitude, the
Ministry of Health was intentionally separating our
sickness from the factory’s operation. [Mejia]

Navarro said in an interview that it is not a secret to
anyone that medical authorities were acting in complic-
ity with the factory owners. As Navarro put it, “Nurses
and physicians as public servants were simply comply-
ing with government policies geared at protecting big
business” (July 12, 2009). He also claims that the con-
nection between BAES and the government is not only
institutional. It is also a personal one:
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BAES used to be owned by the former minister of
finance, Miguel Lacayo. He began to recycle car
batteries from all over Central America, even from
Colombia. Although recycling may sound environ-
mentally friendly, they were not interested in the
environment at all. Their goal was to make profits.
[2009]

For decades, BAES has benefited from the generalized
protection provided by ZF laws. Highly permissive in-
dustrial policies provide the political conditions for the
total absence of any form of social responsibility. There-
fore, La Récord’s industrial lead contamination is only
epiphenomenal to how most manufacturing industries
operate in El Salvador and elsewhere. Although Sitio
del Nifio is only one example, denials of industrial lead
contamination are commonly found around the world.
In the United States, for example, Markowitz and
Rosner (2002) demonstrates how the chemical and lead
industries purposely deceive people about the dangers
that their deadly products present to workers, the public
and consumers. In another study, Warren (2000) argues
that lead poisoning insidiously permeated U.S. culture
and the bodies of its citizens. Similar cases have been
documented in Africa, Asia, Europe and South America
(Nriagu, Oleru, Cudjoe and Chine 1996). In Argentina,
Auyero and Swistun (2009) explore the tragic environ-
mental and human consequences of unregulated indus-
trial growth. They expose the lived experiences of envi-
ronmental suffering caused by a highly polluted river
that carries the toxic waste of tanneries and other indus-
tries, a hazardous and largely unsupervised waste in-
cinerator and an unmonitored landfill. Therefore, the
Salvadorean cover-up is part of a global trend designed
to maximize earnings industrially, even at the expense of
human health and lives. In the same way that lead
causes bodily disturbances, corporate irresponsibility,
medical bad faith and government complicity equally
poison people and cause social suffering. Lead is the
immediate cause of plumbism, but social inequality is its
ultimate etiology (Farmer 2004).

The Subjective versus Objective Signs of
Disease

Although synonymous in popular usage, the terms ill-
ness and disease are distinct concepts (Eisenberg 1977,
Fébrega 1999; Kleinman, Eisenberg and Good 1978;
Kleinman, Das and Lock 1997). Illness is defined as a
feeling of not being well, as a subjective experience
(Good 1994). Disease, on the other hand, is defined in
terms of what the scientific paradigm regards as an ob-
jectively measurable physical condition, that is, broken
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bones, tooth decay and degenerated tissues, among
other corporeal signs. Good (1994), however, argues
that disease—the presumably objective description of
illness—belongs to the culture of biomedicine, and that
culture is not only a means of representing disease but is
also essential to its very constitution as a clinical reality.
Using this conceptual distinction, BAES executives
and Salvadorean medical authorities systematically dis-
claimed lead complaints, alleging lack of objective evi-
dence. In most cases, lead complaints were seen as sub-
jective interpretations of other kinds of medical issues.
Unfortunately for patients, the physicians’ refusal to
recognize lead as the cause of illness translated into a
lack of adequate health care. There seems to have been
an unwritten rule of “no proof, no treatment.” The irony
is that, in their bad faith, physicians were not interested
in testing lead levels in patients’ blood. In a community
where everyone depends on a universal but precarious
health care system, this is tragic. Some physicians, how-
ever, did not entirely deny the patients’ illness. Rather,
they contested the etiology of the complaints, not the ex-
istence of symptoms. Consequently, patients received
only palliative care. Treatment of plumbism was sys-
tematically and officially denied.

I went to the clinic for lead-related problems, nausea,
abdominal pain and headaches, but I was given no
medicine. I was told to buy some acetaminophens,
and that was it. [Mario Romero, M26]

My ten-year-old son was very healthy, but around a
year ago, he started suffering from nosebleeds, ab-
dominal pain and even seizures. I think it is due to
the lead contamination, but no medicine has been
given to him at the clinic. They just told me that my
son was probably sick with parasites. [Araceli Moran,
F27]

BAES lawyer, Girén, also argued that lead contami-
nation claims were unsubstantiated by any scientific evi-
dence and that subjective claims do not prove anything:

The presumed epidemic of people suffering from lead
contamination in Sitio del Nifio does not exist. It does
not exist simply because there is no qualified evi-
dence that scientifically proves it. It is possible that
some people are being afflicted by illness, but that is
not necessarily connected to the presumed lead con-
tamination. [Personal communication, 21 July 2009]

To receive proper medical care, the patients’ sen-
sory and emotional distress associated with lead had to
be scientifically proven to physicians, lawyers and politi-
cians. Illness, as subjectively experienced by suffering
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bodies, seemed less important than the medical vali-
dation of bodily and emotional pain. The conventional
dichotomy between illness and disease was conveniently
used to invalidate lead complaints. To be valid, pain
needed to be “objectified” (Handler (1988). For about
two years, BAES and medical authorities were able to
delegitimize lead contamination claims. As Eisenberg
(1977) argues, patients suffer from illnesses; physicians
diagnose and treat diseases. Narratives of objectivity as
the defining feature of allopathic truth were suitably
manipulated by dominant differentials in political, medi-
cal, economic and legal power. Intuitive medical knowl-
edge about possible causes was rendered irrelevant in
the face of non-medical interests, which determined not
only the diagnosis and treatment of plumbism but also
the eligibility of patients to determine the etiology.

Tired of mistreatment and systematic denial, on 29
March 2005 community representatives filed a formal
complaint at the local clinic. The document stipulated
that many of the illnesses they were suffering from
were ultimately caused by the industrial operation of
La Récord. “This factory,” the document stated, “is
objectively making us sick by contaminating with lead
our air, soil, water, food and bodies.” Leukemia, kidney
failure, urinary tract infections, persistent headaches
and behavioural problems were listed as major health
problems. The names of three individuals believed to
have died from lead contamination were also included in
the document. In the same spirit, on 30 March 2005,
people from Sitio de Nifio came to the office of the Foun-
dation for the Study of the Application of Law in El
Salvador to report violations of their right to health and
environmental security. They claimed that hundreds of
people in the community were suffering from several
health conditions caused not only by lead but also by
the toxic emissions of sulphuric acid, cadmium, zinc and
other metals used by La Récord.

As the health of more children and the elderly grad-
ually deteriorated, community activism increased. Local
leaders started to gather concrete, external signs of
plumbism and demanded that the government initiate a
free blood testing program. As a result of pressure from
national and international environmental and humans
rights organizations and the Salvadorean Catholic Church,
the Ministry of Health with the assistance of the CDC
collected the first blood samples in the community in
2005. In its effort to rebuild its public image, BAES
claimed that as part of its social responsibility policy
the company was going to cover all the expenses for
this blood testing. Despite the immediate benefit of the
tests, many residents felt what Rajak (2011) describes
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Table 2: Sample of Blood Test Results

Blood lead
Date of test concentrations

Name Sex Age (D/M/YY) (megydl) Epidemiological link Diagnosis Treatment
Angela Gomez F 1 2/2/2005 55.5 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination EDTA* for 4 days
David Velasquez M 26  2/2/2005 41.89 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None

José Martinez M 24 22/4/2005 412 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None
RobertoCerna M 25 26/4/2005 40.86 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None

José Cruz M 34 26/4/2005 40.80 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None

Osmeri Ticas M 10  23/4/2005 4041 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None

Marvin Caseres M 7 23/4/2005 22.20 Lives near a battery factory Lead contamination None

* Ethylenediamine tetraacetic acid oral chelation treatment.

as the ambivalence behind the apparent benevolence of
“corporate social responsibility,” particularly if the gift
only strengthens the authority of the giver over the
recipient. Nevertheless, many people, including La Ré-
cord’s employees and their families, were tested. The
samples were sent to an independent laboratory in
Mexico City, and although these tests confirmed the
presence of lead in the blood of many people altered re-
sults were given to patients by the Ministry of Health.
Furthermore, it officially stated that, according to a col-
laborative study with the CDC, there was no conclusive
evidence that La Récord was contaminating the commu-
nity with lead (Avalos 2008). Manuel Rodriguez, a re-
searcher from the CDC, was notified about the presen-
tation of the study and the inaccurate results. He then
quickly and publicly denied any participation in such a
study (Avalos 2008; Cabrera 2007). In fact, he explained
that members of the CDC had visited El Salvador in
2005 but only to train medical personal on how to assess
lead contamination.

In 2006, once again owing to national and interna-
tional pressure, the community was finally able to obtain
the actual results from their first blood tests (see Table
2). At least 120 children were seriously affected by lead
poisoning. Community leaders reported that, in addition
to physical signs, some children also presented serious
neurological damage and learning disabilities. “These
health conditions are not found anywhere in this ecoun-
try. There isn’t any place in El Salvador where 50, 100
or even 200 kids with these health issues are found”
(Mejia, M34).

“In Sitio del Nifio, we have children who have more
lead in their blood than the number of years or months
they have lived. In fact, several women in the com-
munity have had miscarriages” (C. Evangelista, F26).
According to Gidlow, “at lower levels lead has been asso-
ciated with miscarriages and low birth weights of infants
... That is why,” he claims, “to protect the developing
fetus, in some industrialized countries legislation for
lead workers often includes lower exposure criteria for
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women of reproductive capacity” (2004:77). According
to the American Pediatric Academy, anything beyond
seven micrograms of lead per decilitre of blood causes
irreversible neurological damage (Advisory Committee
on Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention 2000; General
Accounting Office 1999; Rogan, Dietrich, Ware, Dockery,
Salganik, Radcliffe, Jones, Ragan, Chisholm, Jr. and
Rhoads 2001). In this regard, Salvadorean environmen-
tal activist Navarro claims:

The amounts of lead found in this community are, by
any analysis, regulation or measurement, totally
harmful to any person. Can you believe that some
children here have up to 50 micrograms of lead?
That is why La Récord is by all accounts committing
a crime in this community. [Personal communication,
July 12, 2009]

Although saddened by the results, almost everyone
I interviewed talked to me with expert knowledge about
their blood tests. Through their social suffering people
had also been politically and medically educated about
lead contamination. Many people were now mindful of
the immediate and ultimate causes of their social suffer-
ing, lead contamination and social poisoning. They saw
lead particles only as the immediate cause of their
maladies. The ultimate cause was embedded in their
social vulnerability. People from Sitio del Nifio became
aware that in their quest for health and justice, they
had to be strategically assertive and use a particular
medical, legal and political language that engages both
ideas and actions. In a case comparable to Sitio del
Nifio, Renfrew (2013) describes how lead-poisoned people
in Uruguay use their structural vulnerability to urban
environmental hazards and their status as lead victims
to assert their humanity and rights.

Resistance and Transformation

Once community leaders learned the government had
withheld the blood test results, there was no doubt in
their minds that medical negligence was part of a state

The Site of Lead / 193



cover-up. Medical dismissal was not gratuitous, since
both the government and BAES wanted to avoid liabil-
ity. The denial was so strong that even after substan-
tiated evidence was obtained, BAES and government
officials continued to disown it through legal ruses and
medical bad faith. Local clinic director Carmelo Bonilla
kept denying plumbism by making reference to the false
results from the 2005 study and blood tests. BAES’s
lawyer Giron also used the same study to make the
following claim:

In regard to the presumed abnormal levels of lead
some residents from Sitio del Nifio claim to have in
their bodies, we have to say that, according to the
result of the 2005 study conducted by the Minister of
Health and the CDC, only 3 children, out of a uni-
verse of more than 100 that were tested, revealed
abnormal levels of lead in their blood. This according
to a Mexican scale used to measure acceptable levels
of lead in the human body. [Girén, personal communi-
cation, 21 July 2009]

Faced with total indifference from both the Ministry
of Health and the Ministry of the Environment, people
felt they had to take to the streets to demand the un-
thinkable—the immediate closure of La Récord. With
this goal in mind, protest activities intensified in the
community. “WE WANT JUSTICE. LEAD POISONS
AND KILLS” became the most important aphorism in
a permanent campaign seeking health and social justice.
Support from environmental and human rights organi-
zations, as well as the Salvadorean clergy, contributed
to pressuring the central government to take immediate
action. One of the most significant events the community
organized was a 30-kilometre march from Sitio del Nifio
to the Presidential House in San Salvador. On 12 Sep-
tember 2007 more than five hundred people, including
children and the elderly, participated. According to
Mejia, this march was an action born of desperation.
“We have no one to go to for help. The Attorney Gen-
eral, Félix Garrid Safie, said that without any substan-
tiated proof he could not do anything about it” (Mejia).
A formal petition to close down the factory was deliv-
ered to President Antonio Saca, who also defended the
factory, arguing that jobs would be lost (Castillo 2007a).
Given the government’s reluctance to help the com-
munity, residents from Sitio del Nifio took the case to
the United Nations. The petition to close the factory
was endorsed by El Salvador’s human rights ombuds-
man Oscar Luna on behalf of the hundreds of people
affected by La Récord’s lead (Castillo 2007b). Together
with the community, Luna argued that as long as La
Récord continues to operate, it will continue to contami-
nate. He also claimed the state is responsible for the
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well-being of its people and, therefore, “accountable
for any physical harm that could occur to its citizens”
(Castillo 2007b). Luna was the first government official
to refer to La Récord contamination as an “environmen-
tal emergency” (Orellana and Escobar 2007). For the
first time in the history of El Salvador, the ombuds-
man’s significant degree of independence was used to
legitimately represent the interests of the publie, not
the government or big capital. Luna diligently investi-
gated and addressed reports of industrial negligence
and human rights violations.

In an unexpected turn of events, on Monday, 24
September 2007, the Minister of Health, Guillermo
Maza, finally ordered the indefinite closure of La
Récord. To the disappointment of many, however, La
Récord was not closed on grounds of contamination.
Rather, the legal ruling stated that the factory was
closed for not having the required permits to operate,
as it had been operating illegally for nearly three years.
Nevertheless, for many people, shutting down the fac-
tory was only a partial victory. The sick continued to be
in great need of medical care, and 32 thousand tonnes of
lead slag had to be safely removed from the factory.

After La Récord was defunct, the legal effort to
deny the contamination continued. Addressing the Sal-
vadorean National Assembly, BAES general manager
Samuel Martino argued that, before the arrival of their
manufacturing plant, the land in the industrial zone was
already contaminated (Cabrera 2007). By late 2007 the
attorney general had received information on over a
thousand individual cases of lead poisoning. In July
2008, BAES engineers Hugo Reynaldo Trujillo Diaz,
Arturo Marenco Carballo and José Edgardo Brito
Menéndez were criminally charged with several accounts
of aggravated environmental contamination (Moran
2012). The office of the attorney general said that if
found guilty, BAES would have to pay US$3,964 million
for damages to the environment. No mention of harm
to people was made. BAES CEO and executive mem-
bers José Ofilio Gurdian Lacayo, Ronald Lacayo and
Sandra Lacayo de Escapini, respectively, are still fugi-
tives and wanted on several counts of environmental
contamination.

The election of the first left-wing government in El
Salvador in June 2009 brought politically favourable
conditions for victims of lead contamination. Mauricio
Funes was elected president largely for his promise
of social and economic justice. His minister of health,
Maria Isabel Rodriguez, shortly after taking office,
created a special commission to investigate La Récord’s
lead contamination. In July 2009 the community organ-
ized a second march from Sitio del Nifio to the Presiden-
tial House in San Salvador. A formal demand for the
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removal of more than 32 thousand tonnes of lead slag
from their community was their main objective. In Octo-
ber 2010 President Funes officially declared a state
of “Environmental Emergency” in Sitio del Nifio. The
Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources
(MARN) announced a list of measures to aid residents
in the affected community3, including providing urgently
needed specialized health services, paving the area sur-
rounding the shuttered battery factory, closing polluted
wells and providing potable water. Lastly, the National
Assembly passed a bill in 2010 allowing the removal
of lead slag. As noted by Fortun (2001), disaster and
tragedy are usually a turning point in environmental
legislation. But the damage caused by lead contamina-
tion is mostly irreversible. Plumbism in El Salvador is a
disease that affects only the local biologies of Sitio del
Nifo residents. Because of their place of residence and
low economic status, their local biologies are at the
mercy of the structural vulnerability that makes them
sick and causes their social suffering.

Conclusion

This article has explored the ways in which plumbism as
a medical idiom of victimhood—suffering from the inju-
rious actions or agency of others—was claimed, con-
tested, challenged, denied and legitimized through sub-
jective experiences, medical language, political ideology
and even legal ruses. I have demonstrated that when
economic privileges override ethical and medical values,
people and their suffering acquire secondary importance.

Owing to differences in political and economic power,
the conceptual dichotomy between illness and disease
was strategically used by the state, vis-3-vis medical
professionals, to delegitimize victims of plumbism and
to justify an industrial culture that privileges profits
over human welfare. Not only did the lethal combination
of corporate irresponsibility, medical bad faith and
government subordination to corporations make people
vietims of plumbism, but people also suffered from the
social poisoning of institutional deceit regarding indus-
trial hazards, the medical denial of appropriate health
care and the state’s unwillingness to deliver justice.
Plumbism in Sitio del Nifio is not just the subjective
feelings of a poisoned body but also the reification of
social inequality as a pathological condition (Farmer
2004). Plumbism is simultaneously both the cause of
subjective suffering and the effect of objective social con-
ditions. It is an etiology of bodily sickness and a symp-
tom of social pathologies embodied in the bad faith that
permeates corporate, medical and government institu-
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tions. Profound social and economic disparities in El
Salvador are in themselves a form of social poisoning
because they cause disease, illness, social suffering and
untimely death among the dispossessed. In a society
plagued by enormous political and economic discre-
pancies, power is also a pathological agent (Farmer
2004). In Sitio del Nifo, plumbism is not a disease only
in people’s bodies as a singular, discrete biological organ-
ism with an individual psyche (Lock and Farquhar
2007). Rather, it is a form of social poisoning suffered
almost exclusively by the impoverished who live and
work in contaminated areas. Warren (2000) defines child-
hood lead poisoning as a disease of poverty. Those who
are structurally vulnerable experience social epidemics
daily that are rooted not only in micro-organisms but
also in macro-political and economic systems that are
produced, reproduced and perpetuated by structural
violence (Farmer 2004; Galtung 1969). Gutierrez claims
that although the issue of poisoning in Sitio del Nifio
clearly involves lead, there is another kind of poisoning,
one that is social, political and economic:

The relationship between the corporation and the
government or, more precisely, between the market
and the state is a poisonous one. La Récord’s contam-
inating activities were possible precisely because the
state was permissive; and this permissiveness coin-
cides with the neoliberal philosophy which establishes
that the market is king and the state is subject.
[Gutierrez, personal communication, 12 July 2009]

Thus, any government that subordinates itself to the
market, privileging profits over human health and life,
is, by all accounts, a toxic agent and part of a larger
pathological configuration that is the ultimate cause
of illness and human social suffering (Farmer 2004).
As this article has demonstrated, to understand social
poisoning we must never separate moral, political,
economic and medical issues. Conceptually separating
them is an analytical fallacy because in everyday life
they are inseparable. Thus, plumbism as the “embodi-
ment” (Krieger 2005) of economic and political inequal-
ity—itself a social epidemic—obligates people to seek
help outside the medical realm and in the political arena
as a form of healing and social protest. The history of El
Salvador is paved with government good intentions, not
actions. Thus, despite multiple pre-electoral promises,
people from Sitio del Nifio continue to live in a highly
contaminated environment, struggling to regain their
health, stolen from them by progress and moderniza-
tion.
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Notes

1 The M and F indicate male and female, respectively, and
the number indicates the age of the interviewee.

2 2009, the International Trade Union Confederation-

Confédération syndicale international (ITUC-CSI) An-

nual Survey of Violations of Trade Union Rights reported

multiple cases of severe discrimination against unionized
workers, their union membership and labour activities in

El Salvador.

Invented in 1859 by French physicist Gaston Planté.

These conditions are typically the result of human activity,

particularly mining, manufacturing and the burning of

fossil fuels.

5 In a primarily African American town, in an area of south-
ern Louisiana informally referred to as the “Chemical
Corridor,” Singer (2011) has also examined how people
conceive of environmental health risk in ways that allow
them to handle the potential conflict between access to
needed employment and the local presence of industrial
polluters.

6 Disease as an explanatory model was first introduced by
Arthur Kleinman (1980).

7 Bad faith, or mauvaise foi in French, is what existentialist
philosophers Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir
use to describe the phenomenon where human beings
under social pressure adopt false values and disown their
innate freedom to act authentically.

8 More than eight tonnes of contaminated corn crops were
removed to avoid its commercialization (El Diario de Hoy
2010).
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