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PROLOGUE

Opening the Crack

This book, like the feminist struggles that shape it, begins with
a crack. A narrow opening in the patriarchal and racist struc-
ture, through which we have allowed—or forced—the light of
our ideas to pass by and shine. At first, the crack is tiny, but our
collective power erodes the structure and widens the opening.
Where one of us first managed to slip through, the rest of us
follow, little by little, drop by drop, learning from one anoth-
er’s experiences. This is how we slowly prise the crack open.
The crack does not appear here for the first time. As a po-
litical commitment, it has also run through recent publications
by Civil Rights Defenders. It is our way of recognizing that
transformation rarely begins by bringing everything down at
once and that, often, it starts with a fissure that others wid-
en. COLECTIVA takes up this image and carries it into Latin
American feminisms and the many ways in which they have
opened up spaces to defend human rights across the region.
This book comes at a moment when speaking about femi-
nisms in Latin America is more urgent than ever. As author-
itarian projects advance, challenging rights and restricting
spaces for participation, we reaffirm that the inequalities
running through the region have deep historical, patriarchal,
racist, colonial and class-based roots. We therefore propose
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understanding and inhabiting Latin American feminisms
from the margins and through diversity, recognising the
knowledge, resistance and ways of imagining other worlds that
have emerged from places historically pushed aside. We want
to ask where we think from, which experiences we turn into
knowledge and who has been left out of dominant narratives.

From the outset, we want this book to challenge even our
own understandings of feminisms, Latin American identity,
intersectionality, gender, race and class, through a critical, an-
ticolonial and antiracist lens. We know that even within fem-
inisms we can be blind to the forms of oppression we inhabit
and to those experienced by other women and other bodies.
Discomfort is not an effect we seek to avoid, but a place from
which to examine ourselves and question our certainties.

COLECTIVA grew out of the desire of Cuban feminist ac-
tivists and movements to enter into dialogue with the region,
to inspire and be inspired. That origin matters. In these pages,
Cuba appears neither as an isolated experience that must be
explained to Latin America, nor Latin America as a model
from which answers can simply be extracted. The aim is to
bring resonances and differences to the surface. Because there
is no single way of inhabiting feminisms. Feminisms in Latin
America are as diverse as our histories, our bodies, our terri-
tories and our realities.

These texts are for people interested in defending human
rights and in feminist struggles, whether or not they take
part in organized activism; especially those who are open
to questioning and delving more deeply into these debates.
The texts part from their authors’ situated experiences, ex-

pressed through academic reflections, embodied and everyday
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practices, organized efforts to secure rights and manifestos for
taking power. We do not seek to homogenize these voices; we
want to open conversations, build bridges, inspire new ques-
tions and remind ourselves that the paths towards justice and
transformation are varied, complex and often uncomfortable.

One possible route through COLECTIVA

The texts in here have been organized into three sections:
Sowing Meaning, Raising Our Voices and Fighting Together.
This structure suggests a route, not a hierarchy or a single way
of reading the book.

SOWING MEANING brings together ideas, concepts and ques-
tions that help us understand the structures running through
our lives and our struggles. These texts offer analytical frame-
works and reflections that broaden how we look at gender,
power and social transformation.

RAISING OUR VOICES brings together life stories, memories
and profoundly human experiences. These accounts remind
us that political struggles run through bodies, emotions and
personal journeys: stories of violence and loss, but also of dig-
nity, resistance, care and hope.

FIGHTING TOGETHER takes us into the realm of organizing,
shared learning and collective action. Here we find tools,
methodologies and experiences that show how ideas and indi-
vidual experiences can be transformed into networks, allianc-
es, mobilization and social change.

But we want to extend an important invitation to those
holding this book: there is no need to read it from beginning
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to end or to follow the order in which the chapters appear. We
hope the reading experience can be as diverse and non-linear
as the ways of inhabiting feminisms across the continent.

You might begin with When “Us™ Is Not Enough and enter
the book through its political invitation to rethink the plac-
es where consensus becomes comfortable. You might instead
start with an experience from Argentina linked to struggles for
access to abortion and move from there through other forms
of mobilization. Or you could begin with a reflection on the
relationships between nature, territory and gender, and allow
that path to lead to new conversations.

Indeed, we hope that is what happens. That readers move
in and out of these pages following their own questions. That
some see themselves in a story. That others find tools for fa-
cilitating collective processes. That still others discover con-
cepts that help them better understand what they have lived
through. That some arrive looking for answers and end up
finding new questions.

Because, ultimately, COLECTIVA is not only the name of
this book. It is also a way of understanding feminisms. It is
the conviction that no experience exists in isolation, that our
stories matter, that our questions deserve to be heard, and that
the deepest transformations occur when we are able to come
together and learn from one another.

We hope these pages accompany, inspire, challenge and
unsettle those who make their way through them. That they
help readers take up strategies that have worked for others
without turning them into formulas. And that, when the book
is closed, a new crack remains open—one through which

16

PROLOGUE

other voices, forms of knowledge and ways of imagining new

possible futures can continue to slip through.

LET US BUILD TOGETHER FROM THE MARGINS.






These pages offer ideas, concepts

and questions for understanding the
structures that run through our lives and
our struggles. They invite us to question
what we have learned, recognize the
power relations that organize our
experiences and broaden how we think
about gender and social transformation.
Because naming and understanding

the world is also a first step toward
changing it.
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WHEN “US” IS NOT ENOUGH

Introduction

I am writing this chapter at a moment when feminisms in Lat-
in America are once again being portrayed as a threat. Under
the rhetoric of “gender ideology,” old anti-rights discourses are
being revived in an effort to delegitimize struggles for equality,
racial justice, and bodily autonomy. In the face of this offen-
sive, the temptation to close ranks and minimize differences is
understandable and, in many respects, commendable. I do not
oppose it, especially in the times in which we live. However, I
believe it 1s useful to point out that it is not without risks.

Not all of us experience the same oppressions or occupy
the same positions within feminisms. Appealing to a common
identity can conceal persistent inequalities among women and
other feminized bodies. It is also worth recalling that, in Lat-
in America, the idea of mestizaje' has for decades functioned
as a reassuring narrative that promises unity while silencing
structural racism, classism, and sexism. With this analogy in

! Translator’s note: Mestizaje in Latin America broadly refers to the racial
and cultural mixing among people of Spanish or Portuguese, Indigenous,
and African ancestry, beginning during the colonial period. After indepen-
dence, many countries adopted a hybrid or mestizo national identity to dif-
ferentiate themselves from the former colonial powers. However, this idea
has also been criticized for concealing racial inequalities and promoting the
assimilation of Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples.
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mind, this chapter proposes that we pause wherever consensus
becomes comfortable, in order to reclaim the recognition of
differences as an indispensable political tool.

Calling myself a feminist has been, for me, an experience as
constitutive as it is demanding. It is a word I embrace for its criti-
cal power and transformative capacity, although I also recognize
its limits. My discomfort does not arise from distance, but from
commitment: from the sense that this word - as necessary as it is
contested - is not always enough to account for the inequalities
that run through our lives, our bodies, and our struggles. I have
inhabited feminisms through academia, activism, and person-
al experience; in each of those spaces I have confirmed their
emancipatory force, but I have also learned that the categories
that allow us to politicize injustice can become opaque and even
exclusionary if they are not subjected to constant review.

Perhaps for that reason, rather than seeking new certain-
ties, I am interested in revisiting some of the words that struc-
ture our political and intellectual conversations. Feminism(s),
intersectionality, and Latin Americanness are now terms
widely mobilized in regional debates, but they are also laden
with ambiguities and tensions. Examining how they are used,
what they allow us to think, and what they leave out is the
starting point for the reflections that follow.

Feminism(s), Intersectionality, and Latin
Americanness: Uses, Limits, and Tensions

Feminism is neither a closed doctrine nor a homogeneous
body of principles, but a critical way of reading the world that
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enables us to denaturalize historical and everyday inequali-
ties, as well as a collective practice aimed at transforming
them (hooks, 2017). Reading and acting from a feminist per-
spective means questioning what appears obvious, inevitable,
or transhistorical: gender hierarchies, the sexual division of
labor, and the unequal allocation of authority, voice, and care.
It also entails recognizing that these inequalities are sustained
not only through explicit discourse, but also through ordinary
practices, seemingly neutral routines, and social arrangements
that determine who occupies the center and who remains at
the margins (Scott, 1986/2002).

One of feminism’s most decisive contributions to under-
standing power has been to place the notions of gender and
patriarchy at the center. For a long time, the domination of
women remained outside sociological, historical, and political
analysis; even today, many accounts continue to ignore the
structuring role of patriarchy and sexual violence in social or-
ganization. Incorporating these categories makes it possible to
show that sexual violence is not a collateral effect of conflict,
but a central component of processes of war, conquest, and
domination. In this sense, feminist critique is not limited to
questioning symbolic representations; it seeks to dismantle the
concrete ways in which power, time, and recognition are dis-
tributed in social life (Fraser, 1997; Tronto, 2013).

Questions such as who can speak and be heard, who de-
cides and who provides care, or who is recognized as a full
rights-bearing subject and who appears responsible for the
well-being of others cut across the family, school, work, poli-
tics, and community. Through this approach, gender inequal-
ities cease to appear as individual failings and are revealed
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instead as effects of a deeply hierarchical and enduring social
organization (Bourdieu, 2000).

Although Western feminism had the merit of formulating
and disseminating the concepts of gender and patriarchy, its
early formulations tended to treat them abstractly, with little
attention to historicity or differences between social contexts.
Feminisms that emerged from historical experiences of racial-
ization, exploitation, and exclusion challenged this one-dimen-
sional view. In particular, African American feminist authors
- such as Michele Wallace (1982), Audre Lorde (1984/2003),
bell hooks (1984/2015), and Angela Davis (1981/2024) - as
well as Black Brazilian feminist thinkers such as Maria Be-
atriz do Nascimento (1974/2006), Lélia Gonzalez (1984), and
Sueli Carneiro (1985/2005), made decisive contributions by
thinking about gender in articulation with race, class, and sex-
uality. Their work gave rise to formulations later recognized
as the race-class-gender triad, interlocking oppressions, and,
subsequently, the intersectional approach.

The awareness that Black women’s experience - in which
oppression combines racism, sexism, and economic exploita-
tion - required a comprehensive and structural approach was
already present in Black feminisms that, beginning in the
1970s, challenged the idea of a universal female experience.
In this sense, intersectionality can first be understood as a
political and analytical practice arising from these struggles.
This critical insight later crystallized around the concept of
intersectionality, whose formulation was systematized by le-
gal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989. The concept helped
systematize and broaden recognition that gender relations

and violence against “women of color” are always shaped in
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articulation with other axes of inequality, such as race, social
class, ethnicity, sexuality, age, or disability (Crenshaw, 1989,
1991; Collins, 2000).

This analytical shift opened the way for deeper questioning
of the historicity of gender and patriarchy. It is here that deco-
lonial feminisms and various Indigenous feminisms introduce
decisive turns by situating gender within conquest and coloni-
zation. Concepts such as the coloniality of gender, proposed
by Maria Lugones (2008), or the pornotrope, developed by
Hortense Spillers (1987/2009) to analyze the dehumaniza-
tion and animalization of enslaved bodies, make it possible
to understand how gender hierarchies were constituted from
their origins in close relation to racialized notions of human-
ity. These perspectives historically radicalize, without replac-
ing, the intersectional approach by showing that gender was
not a later addition to the colonial order, but a constitutive
element of its architecture (Lugones, 2007; Espinosa-Miiioso,
2020; Viveros Vigoya, 2023). Understood in this way, feminist
analysis cannot be limited to describing inequalities; it neces-
sarily raises questions about the conditions that make social
justice possible.

From this perspective, the type of feminism discussed in
this text is fundamentally defined by an ethical and politi-
cal commitment to social justice. The issue is not merely to
demand formal equality before the law, but to transform the
material conditions that make a dignified life possible - or im-
possible. Equality only becomes meaningful when it translates
into effective changes in access to resources, time, recogni-
tion, and participation (Fraser, 1997; Tronto, 2013). Asking,
for example, who can truly participate in political life reveals
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how the unequal distribution of care work structurally lim-
its the presence of many women in decision-making spaces.
Feminism allows us to name this situation not as an individ-
ual shortcoming, but as a social injustice, and opens political
imagination toward collective solutions (Tronto, 2013).

Situating feminism in these terms does not mean assuming
that it is a homogeneous tradition. Speaking of feminisms in
the plural makes it possible to recognize the variety of diag-
noses, strategies, and horizons that run through it. The narra-
tive of “waves,” while useful in certain pedagogical contexts,
tends to simplify this plurality and reproduce an account cen-
tered on North Atlantic experiences (Curiel, 2007). It is more
productive to think of feminisms as an archipelago: multiple
islands with histories of their own, connected by affinities, dia-
logues, and tensions. The contrast between a liberal feminism
centered on Institutional parity and community feminisms
that struggle for territory, autonomy, and the reproduction of
life expresses not only different priorities, but political projects
anchored in specific historical contexts.

Within this framework, it is useful to distinguish
between a gender perspective and a feminist
perspective. The former has become institution-
alized as a technical tool useful for identifying
inequalities, especially in public policy design.
A feminist perspective, by contrast, interrogates
the roots of those inequalities, the power relations
that sustain them, and the assumptions that
organize the proposed solutions.
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It does not merely ask how many women are present in
particular spaces, but which leadership models, hierarchical
structures, and forms of exclusion remain intact even when
women’s presence increases (Moore, 1991).

In Latin America, these discussions have acquired par-
ticular density. Debates advanced by Black, decolonial, and
community feminisms have been fundamental in challeng-
ing the idea of a universal woman and politicizing historical
experiences marked by racism, dispossession, and coloniality
(Lugones, 2008; Collins, 2019; hooks, 2015). In this context,
intersectionality has become closely linked to territorial, en-
vironmental, and anti-racist struggles; it has sought dialogue
with Indigenous and Afro-descendant knowledge; and it has
emerged in political settings marked by extreme inequalities.
The leadership of Black and Indigenous women in defending
life, water, and land shows how gender, anti-racism, and terri-
tory are inseparably intertwined (Viveros Vigoya, 2023).

From my situated experience as a Colombian woman and
Afro-Latin American feminist, referring to intersectionality
means attending not only to gender issues, but also to the spe-
cific forms racism takes in this Améfrica Ladina® - in Lélia
Gonzalez’s terms (2020) - as well as to the recent anti-racist turn
in the regional public sphere and its political effects. Naming

these categories is not a neutral gesture: it is a political practice

2 Translator’s note: Améfrica Ladina is a critical decolonial concept developed
by Brazilian Black feminist thinker Lélia Gonzalez. In contrast to tradition-
al Eurocentric notions of “Latin America,” the term highlights how the re-
gion’s identity has been deeply shaped by its African and Indigenous roots,
challenging Europe’s place as its main cultural and historical reference.
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that opens and closes possibilities, and contestation over them
is central to contemporary feminisms.

These tensions cannot be understood apart from the his-
torical narratives that have organized the very idea of equality
in Latin America. Among them, mestizaje occupies a central
place. More than a description of cultural mixing, mestizaje
has operated as a powerful ideology of integration that, while
celebrating diversity, neutralizes criticism of the racial, class,
and gender hierarchies structuring the region. Questioning
the limits of contemporary feminisms therefore requires paus-
ing over this foundational narrative and examining how its
promise of harmony has contributed to rendering persistent in-
equalities invisible, even in progressive and feminist discourses

that understand themselves as anti-racist and inclusive.

Mestizaje: Diversity Celebrated, Inequality Denied

Mestizaje has been one of Latin America’s most powerful
foundational narratives. More than a demographic fact, it has
functioned as a national ideology articulating identity, citizen-
ship, and belonging. For a long period, the claim that “we are
all mestizos” operated as a promise of equality: if no one is
racially pure, no one should be hierarchically superior.

However, as Peter Wade (2003) has shown, Latin American
mestizaje contains a structural paradox: racial inclusion and ex-
clusion operate simultaneously. The promise of racial democra-
cy coexists with persistent hierarchies of color, class, and gender.
This simultaneity - rather than an accidental contradiction - lies
at the heart of its political and cultural effectiveness.
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In Latin America, mestizaje has not only been a word; it
has also been a sentimental pedagogy. We were taught that
we are peoples born of encounter, that our identity is a mix-
ture, and that, unlike other contexts marked by racial segre-
gation, coexistence here had neutralized racism. Yet we need
only look at our societies to see that skin color continues to
shape opportunities, that whiteness still functions as symbolic
capital, and that Indigenous and Afro-descendant populations
remain overrepresented among the most precarious sectors.
Mixing did not eliminate inequality; it reconfigured it.

There is also a less visible aspect: mestizaje is not only a ra-
cial narrative, but also one constructed in terms of gender and
sexuality (Mendoza, 2001). The foundational scene of many
national histories is familiar: the union of the white Europe-
an man with the Indigenous or African woman produces the
“mestizo.” That image condenses colonialism, patriarchy, and
racialization. The mestizo nation arises from a profoundly un-
equal sexual relationship. This is not merely a demographic
fact, but a symbolic device that naturalizes the appropriation
of the racialized female body as the matrix of the nation.

From this perspective, race and gender are
not separate dimensions that later intersect;
they mutually constitute one another within a
specific regime. In Latin America, that regime

has been mestizaje.
My research on masculinities in Colombia led me to examine

how the ideal national man has historically been construct-
ed around whiteness, property, and respectability (Viveros
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Vigoya, 2002; 2018). Masculinities do not constitute a homo-
geneous universe: they are organized into deeply racialized
hierarchies. While white men were associated with honor, ra-
tionality, and full citizenship, Black and Indigenous men have
frequently been eroticized, feared, or criminalized in social
imaginaries. The hypersexualization of Black men and the
persistent suspicion of their dangerousness form part of a long
colonial genealogy articulating desire, fear, and domination,
as Frantz Fanon (1952/2009) observed early on. These rep-
resentations have not only shaped interracial relations; they
have also helped legitimize differentiated forms of social con-
trol and exclusion (Viveros Vigoya, 2016).

For centuries, honor linked purity of blood to control over
women’s sexuality. Under this moral and racial regime, white
women were invested as guardians of family respectability
and legitimate reproduction; Black and Indigenous women,
by contrast, were more readily represented as “available” or
morally inferior. Racial hierarchy was thus also reproduced
in the realm of intimacy and sexual relations. Mestizaje al-
lowed mixing to be socially possible without requiring equal-
ity, thereby naturalizing a social order in which bodily prox-
imity coexisted with profound racial and gender inequalities
(Viveros Vigoya, 2020).

One reason mestizaje is so difficult to question is that it is
not pure fiction. Mixing is a demographic and affective reality
across much of Latin America. Many families are interracial
and numerous life trajectories overflow rigid classifications.
Yet the experience of coexistence does not eliminate structur-
al inequality. Whiteness continues to operate as a normative

horizon of social recognition (Wade, 1997; Viveros Vigoya,
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2015). Skin color still influences opportunities for social mobil-
ity, and racialized femininities and masculinities remain more
exposed to violence and precarity. The promise of equality
therefore functions simultaneously as a moral horizon and a
silencing mechanism: if we are all mixed, denouncing racism
can appear to be an improper division of the social body.

In this sense, the transition from mestizaje to multicultur-
alism did not necessarily constitute a break with that imagi-
nary, but rather its reconfiguration in a new political language
of recognition. Constitutional reforms in the 1990s and the
multicultural turn helped make the region’s ethnic diversity
visible. However, the ideology of mestizaje did not disappear;
it changed and found new forms of expression. Today it can
coexist with celebratory discourses of diversity that do not
necessarily alter the deep hierarchies organizing our societies.
Cultural difference can be recognized without dismantling
racial privilege; it can even be celebrated while inequality per-
sists (Hale, 2005; Hooker, 2009).

The struggles of Latin American feminism have been
fundamental to challenging patriarchy and broadening the
region’s democratic horizons. Precisely because of this trans-
formative power, they now face a decisive challenge: not to
reproduce, in the name of unity, the mestizo narrative of ab-
stract equality. When we speak of “Latin American women,”
what body do we imagine? What color, what class, what terri-
tory? These questions are not rhetorical: they point to the lim-
its of a category that, when presented as universal, can render
persistent inequalities invisible.

In Racismo e sexismo na cultura brasileira (1984), Lélia Gonzalez
showed early on how the myth of racial democracy conceals
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the structural subordination of Black women in Brazil. The
ideal of mixing operated not only as an integrating national
narrative; it also permeated the feminist field, obscuring the
centrality of Black and Indigenous women and naturalizing
an implicitly white, middle-class female subject.

In Enegrecer el feminismo (1985/2005), Sueli Carneiro deep-
ened this critique by showing that hegemonic Brazilian fem-
inism was constituted from the historical experience of white
middle-class women, universalizing that position and rele-
gating racial oppression to a secondary place. It is therefore
not enough to “include” Black women in a previously defined
agenda; the very category of “woman” that organizes the fem-
inist field must be transformed, and the standards of respect-
ability and whiteness that have historically structured it must
be questioned.

Responding to these challenges requires revisiting the na-
tional narrative that organizes our political categories and
acknowledging that Latin American citizenship has never
been racially or sexually neutral. Denaturalizing mestizaje as
an ideology - including when it operates within progressive
feminism - entails transforming the structures that continue
to produce hierarchies of color, gender, and class in our own
spaces. If mestizaje, and later multiculturalism, promised to
overcome constitutive inequalities, feminism now has the task
of critically examining that promise. Not to fracture allianc-
es, but to make them more consistent with their emancipato-

ry vocation.
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Feminisms as Embodied Practices in
Reactionary Times

We are living through a moment of historical inflection. The
expansion of rights that marked much of Latin America’s po-
litical cycle at the beginning of the twenty-first century now
coexists with a conservative offensive that seeks to dismantle
feminist and sexual advances, erode democratic consensus,
and reinstate hierarchies we believed had at least been delegit-
imized. The so-called “gender ideology” has become a signi-
fier capable of articulating moral fears, class resentments, and
racial anxieties in a right-wing mobilizing rhetoric (Kuhar
and Paternotte, 2017; Corréa, Paternotte, and Kuhar, 2018).

In this setting, feminisms do not act solely as movements
oriented toward expanding formal rights; above all, they con-
stitute embodied political practices. They are ways of pro-
ducing subjectivity, transforming the everyday experience of
power, and contesting the meanings that organize social life.
The offensive against so-called “gender ideology” responds to
a transnational strategy linking churches, right-wing parties,
think tanks, and digital platforms. Around it, a narrative is
constructed that presents feminist and LGBTIQ+ advances
as threats to the family, childhood, and the nation. It operates
through three central moves: depoliticizing inequality, moral-
izing public debate, and casting dominant sectors as victims
(Graff and Korolczuk, 2022).

Feminist demands thus cease to appear as responses to
historical structures of oppression and are reinterpreted as
ideological impositions. The language of rights gives way

to a rhetoric of defending values, while conservative sectors
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position themselves as victims of an alleged progressive hege-
mony. These operations reorder the political field by installing
feminism as an internal enemy and attributing to it symbolic
responsibility for broader economic and social crises.

The rightward shift in public debate is not limited to the
electoral arena; it entails a transformation of the frameworks
through which collective problems are defined. Issues such
as gender-based violence, reproductive autonomy, and com-
prehensive sexuality education cease to be framed within the
horizon of social justice and instead become moral controver-
sies. In that displacement, long-standing hierarchies are reac-
tivated through renewed language. Invocations of the “natu-
ral family” reaffirm the heterosexual and patriarchal order;
challenges to diversity policies revive racial imaginaries that
present collective rights as undue privileges; and controversy
over inclusive language condenses resistance to broader trans-
formations of the symbolic order.

This 1s not simply a return to the past, but a contemporary
reorganization of power. The anti-rights offensive brings to-
gether economic neoliberalism and moral conservatism, com-
bining the increasing precarity of material living conditions
with reinforced control over bodies, sexualities, and forms
of kinship.

Faced with this landscape, feminisms have shown a re-
markable capacity for reinvention. Mobilizations against gen-
der-based violence, feminist strikes, struggles for legal abor-
tion, and community care networks do more than formulate
specific demands: they configure a different way of doing pol-
itics (Gago, 2019). They are practices that intervene in the ev-

eryday experience of power, transform how violence is named,
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question naturalized norms, reorder the division of domestic
labor, and weave intergenerational and territorial solidarities.

In reactionary contexts, this embodied dimension acquires
particular strategic value. When public debate narrows and
institutional frameworks become hostile, feminism is sustained
by shared experience and the collective production of mean-
ing. Yet that experience also reveals that forms of domination
do not operate in i1solation. Gender, race, class, and sexuality
intertwine in complex ways in everyday life. It is precisely at
this juncture that intersectionality becomes an indispensable
political tool.

Persisting in Democratic Discomfort: Repoliticizing
Intersectionality

In the current context of a conservative offensive against sexual
and feminist political advances - which rearticulates old hierar-

chies of gender, race, and sexuality through renewed language -

Latin American feminisms face a crucial
challenge: to repoliticize intersectionality as a
critical tool for understanding the relationships
among racism, social inequality, and democracy.

If mestizaje functioned for decades as a narrative of racial har-
mony that displaced conflict into silence, the multiculturalism
of the 1990s promised to settle that debt through legal recog-
nition of diversity. Yet, as Charles Hale (2005) has shown, this
neoliberal multiculturalism expanded cultural rights without
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altering the structures that reproduce deep inequalities. Rac-
ism thus came increasingly to be understood as a structuring
principle of social hierarchies in the region (Moreno Figueroa
and Wade, 2022), a shift that prompted Latin American fem-
inisms to deepen their dialogue with critiques of racism, colo-
niality, and territorial dispossession.

The intersectional approach made it possible to
name what had long been an open secret: that
race operates as a marker of class; that racism
produces specific gender hierarchies; and that
violence 1s not limited to its physical or economic
dimensions, but includes cultural and epistemic
forms of dispossession.

Rather than adding variables to a prior analysis, intersec-
tionality transformed the way social power is understood by
showing that these relations of domination mutually consti-
tute and reinforce one another in concrete historical contexts.
From this perspective, gender, race, class, and sexuality do not
function as separate spheres of inequality, but as interwoven
dimensions of a single field of power relations.

In Latin America, intersectionality has followed a par-
ticular trajectory. It has moved beyond circulating solely as
an analytical category to become a language of collective
action as well. As Rios, Perez, and Ricoldi (2018) note in
their study of Brazil, a new generation of feminist activism
adopts it not only as an interpretive tool, but also as a form of
political and ethical positioning. It therefore ceases to func-

tion exclusively as an academic concept and comes to name
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an activist identity: a feminism that explicitly defines itself as
intersectional.

Social media has played a crucial role in this shift. Through
them, new generations become familiar at an early stage with
notions such as privilege, structural racism, and heteronorma-
tivity and translate them into practices of denunciation, public
debate, critique of representations, and challenges to language.
This digital activism has broadened feminism’s interlocutors
and transformed its political grammar (Di Napoli, 2021).

At the same time, intersectionality has driven a critical re-
view of the movement’s own traditions. The 2018 renaming
of Argentina’s historic “National Women’s Gathering” as the
“Plurinational Gathering of Women, Lesbians, Trans People,
Travestis, and Non-Binary People” symbolizes this reconfigu-
ration. The notion of plurinationality challenges the homoge-
nizing fiction of the nation-state and recognizes the plurality of
subjects and territories traversing the feminist field (Parra, 2021).

At various recent moments of social mobilization in the re-
gion - from Chile’s 2019 uprising to Colombia’s 2021 National
Strike - these articulations became visible. The convergence
of feminist collectives, LGBTIQ+ organizations, and Indige-
nous, Afro-descendant, and peasant movements showed that
intersectionality could operate as an articulating principle for
heterogeneous struggles, linking demands against racism, pa-
triarchal violence, economic precarity, historical reparation,
and territorial dispossession. In this sense, it approaches what
Angela Davis (2012) has called an intersectionality of struggles:
a political horizon that seeks to articulate diverse struggles
against the multiple forms of domination structuring contem-
porary capitalism. The March 8 feminist strikes - launched
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from Argentina in 2017 and extended throughout the region
- clearly illustrate this broadening by simultaneously making
visible paid work, domestic work, and care economies (Viveros
Vigoya, 2023).

A central dimension of this repoliticization appears in di-
alogue with socio-environmental struggles. Indigenous and
community feminists have proposed the notion of body-terri-
tory to indicate that extractivist violence and patriarchal vio-
lence respond to the same logic of appropriation. In dialogue
with proposals such as Buen Vivir and Vivir Sabroso?®, these
perspectives question not only social inequalities, but also
the ontologies that sustain the dominant development model
(Gago, 2018 and 2019; Gémez Correal, 2018).

At this point, intersectionality faces an additional chal-
lenge: incorporating the epistemic and ontological dimension
of domination. As Arturo Escobar (2022) warns, we are con-
fronting not only distributive conflicts, but disputes among
ways of inhabiting and understanding the world. Recognizing
this dimension requires admitting that no emancipatory the-
ory is self-sufficient.

In this sense, intersectionality can be understood as a “trav-
eling theory,” in Edward Said’s formulation (1983/2004): a
concept transformed as it circulates among different contexts.

% 'Translator’s note: Buen Vivir and Vivir Sabroso are Latin American political and
philosophical concepts that resist dominant development models centered on
economic growth and accumulation. Buen Vivir, rooted in Indigenous Ande-
an worldviews, emphasizes collective well-being, reciprocity, and harmonious
relationships among people, communities, and nature. Vivir Sabroso, grounded
in Afro-Colombian experiences and struggles, refers to living with dignity,
joy, autonomy, and collective care in one’s territory. The original terms are
retained because their meanings exceed their literal translations.
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In Latin America, its journey has expanded its concrete po-
litical uses. More than a doctrinal formula, it functions as an
invitation to build situated solidarities and transversal allianc-
es, as Chandra Talpade Mohanty suggests (2020). Its power
lies precisely in keeping open the tension between analysis and
action, theory and experience.

In times of a rightward shift and an anti-rights offensive,
this repoliticization is crucial. Marginality - in the sense pro-
posed by bell hooks (1989), who distinguishes between imposed
exclusion and a chosen position of resistance - can become a
space of radical openness from which intersectional feminisms
reimagine power and the horizons of democracy.

Persisting in that discomfort, the discomfort that names
what the order seeks to silence, is today an unavoidable po-
litical task.

Feminisms expand the field of the visible: they
name domestic violence, the exploitation of care
work, and the racialization of inequality. In
reactionary times, such discomfort is often
presented as a threat; yet its democratic power
lies precisely there.

Throughout this discussion I have maintained that Latin Amer-
ican feminisms have contributed decisively to denaturalizing
the narratives of equality that organized the region’s political
imaginary for decades. The critique of mestizaje as an inte-
grating ideology, the exposure of the limits of neoliberal multi-
culturalism, and the incorporation of perspectives drawn from
Black, Indigenous, and decolonial feminisms have broadened
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the horizon from which democracy can be imagined. In that
process, intersectionality has functioned not only as an analyti-
cal tool, but also as a political practice that makes it possible to
understand how inequalities of gender, race, class, and sexuali-
ty intertwine in the everyday production of social life.

In a context of conservative offensive and narrowing public
debate, persisting in this critical discomfort becomes a fun-
damental democratic task. Repoliticizing intersectionality
means recognizing that equality cannot be conceived apart
from the historical hierarchies that organize our societies, but
also that struggles to transform them require alliances capable
of sustaining difference without erasing it. More than a closed
theoretical formula, intersectionality thus appears as an invi-
tation to imagine forms of political coexistence that broaden
the margins of democracy and make truly plural justice possi-
ble in Améfrica Ladina.
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FEMINIST ACTIVISM AND MIGRATION

Despite everything, life goes on, and we,
the departed, the sunken, the wanderers,
place our faith in a hallucinatory, far-
fetched hope. The homeland lies behind us.

Arianna de Sousa-Garcia

Acknowledging Where We Speak From

Not all of us have migrated, but today all of us are shaped
by migration. Experiences of displacement are neither binary
nor homogeneous: there are gradual ways of leaving, such as
internal migration, and there are also ways of resisting depar-
ture, as when we preserve our emotional connection to a place
despite everything that entails. I acknowledge my own stand-
point: staying has enabled me to accompany others, weave
networks, and serve as a link that helps maintain connection
with those who have migrated and continue their struggle
from elsewhere. From the privilege of rootedness, this essay
seeks to recognize the strength of all those remarkable women
who, amid the challenges of migration, choose to sustain their
feminist activism as a form of resistance. I want to thank them
because they have become stars that help us keep our bearings
and guide us along the road still ahead.

51



COLECTIVA

Thinking About Migration Through a Feminist Lens

There 1s a rich body of feminist scholarship that examines
borders as geopolitical and symbolic constructs that impose
arbitrary limits on spaces and bodies, generating dynamics
of exclusion. These borders stand in contrast, for instance, to
Indigenous peoples’ struggle to maintain their ties and rela-
tionships, rejecting the colonial divisions that emerged from
the predatory appropriation of their territories.

From the perspective of border feminism, with its outlook
deeply grounded in intersectionality as a necessary framework
for understanding the migratory experience, it is recognized
that migrant women face multiple systems of oppression.
These are intensified in contexts where human mobility is
portrayed as a threat and increasingly instrumentalized in the
service of the politics of the “enemy” (Gaborit, 2020).

In this regard, Contreras Hernandez (2018) highlights the
strategy of disregarding capitalism, colonialism, and extractiv-
ism as the structural causes of migration in the Global South.
Ignoring the fact that these displacements respond to urgent
needs, or constitute the only alternative for survival, makes
it easier for receiving countries to promote policies rooted in
punitivism, border securitization, and xenophobia. It also ex-
poses the hypocrisy of a world in which capital circulates with
ever greater freedom, while barriers to the movement of peo-
ple seeking better living conditions continue to increase.

Border feminism, as a political and epistemological pro-
posal, emerged in the 1970s through the voices of racialized
women whose realities were excluded both by white feminism

and by liberation movements led by men. In its theoretical
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development, it recognizes the border as a social laboratory
and argues that concepts such as citizenship and democracy,
understood as universal, were constructed within a logic of
domination that excludes those who inhabit the margins. This
approach validates as a transformative tool the knowledge
that emerges from the experience of diaspora and constant
movement, knowledge capable of dismantling structures of
oppression. Its multicultural character and its use of different
languages challenge the rigidity of discriminatory beliefs and
imposed binaries, creating fluid ways of life that resist exclu-
sionary classification.

Among its most influential exponents is Gloria Anzaldta
(2016), who defines the border as an “open wound” where cul-
tures collide and proposes the figure of the “new mestizx” as
a hybrid identity that transforms ambivalence into a form of
resistance.

Anzaldia argues that the new mestiza experiences the di-
versity of cultures, races, and languages, along with everything
this entails for the construction of identity. Aware that she be-
longs neither fully to one side nor the other, she allows herself to
become a synthesis that incorporates even contradictions and
embraces the political task of dismantling structures of domi-
nation from within. Not belonging completely to any one cul-
ture enables her to perceive the biases of all of them, challenge
binary thinking, national/foreign, man/woman, white/Black,
and work to heal the “wounds” that borders have created.

Chela Sandoval’s (2000) contributions complement these
ideas, particularly her concept of the “methodology of the op-
pressed,” a strategy for navigating systems of power in which
mestizaje also becomes a tool of resistance. Sandoval further
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identifies a “differential consciousness,” one that enables indi-
viduals to sharpen their reading of a given context and deter-
mine which system of thought or political terrain must be stra-
tegically navigated in a particular moment in order to survive.

This theoretical development is part of the historical reality
of migration in Latin America and remains highly relevant
today. We have second-generation migrants who do not speak
their families’ language because abandoning it became a
strategy to protect them, just as there are people who hold cit-
izenship by birth yet continue to be subjected to racial profil-
ing by racist authorities. We have simply moved from “Pinche
migra” to “Fuck ICE”.

Fifty years later, border feminism remains a
relevant political proposal, as migration, far
from being an 1solated phenomenon, constitutes
one of the fundamental fault lines of the
contemporary global order.

Human mobility creates tension within the rigid structures of
the nation-state and its borders; moreover, it acts as a transfor-
mative force in the spaces it reaches. A country that welcomes
newcomers not only becomes more diverse, but also reaffirms
its commitment to the defense of human rights and the com-
mon good: integration and regularization are understood not
as a cost, but as a strategic social investment with positive im-
pacts on gross domestic product (GDP) and, above all, and
more importantly, on the social fabric.

However, the conservative and anti-rights narratives ad-

vanced by some countries instrumentalize migration through
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the “politics of the enemy” to fuel nationalism, racism, and
aporophobia, while obscuring their own responsibility for the
extractivist policies of the Global North, which deprive na-
tions in the Global South of the possibility of sustaining dig-
nified living conditions within their own territories. Under the
banner of eliminating support programs for foreign nationals,
they conceal the fact that cuts to social spending are systemic
policy choices. By portraying the crisis as a consequence of the
presence of the migrant “other,” these agendas achieve their
true objective: shielding an insatiable capitalism that absolves
itself of responsibility for structural poverty and for its histori-
cal debts to its own population.

It is not the intention of this text to delve more deeply into
these ideas about migration, as this has already been done,
more extensively, by women who, drawing on their situated
experiences, have critically reflected on concepts linked to
their lived realities, such as borders, citizenship, and the ex-
ercise of power over migrant populations. Rather, we seek to
uphold this body of theoretical work as the necessary frame-
work of reference for understanding the different dimensions
of impact that women face in the context of human mobility.

What Migration Reveals: Identity, the Body, and
Political Consciousness

These revelations that emerge from migratory processes have
been expressed by women through paintings, books, academ-
ic research, songs, and other ways of documenting that pro-
cess of mobility that takes place outwardly but also unleashes
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transformations within. These women have shown that cross-
ing a border can reveal much about what others think of you:
that you are “Black,” “Caribbean,” “vain,” or even a “whore.”
They have also shown how these external labels construct op-
pressive imaginaries that not only limit our possibilities of be-
ing beyond the stereotypes with which we are associated, but
also threaten the prospects for adaptation, coexistence, inte-
gration, and existence itself.

Within, movement also takes place: you discover aspects of
yourself that you did not know before, such as your strength,
your resourcefulness, how deeply you miss and need your fam-
ily and friends, the importance of having a community, and
the realization that those worries and wounds you carried as
your own are also borne by the women of the country that
receives you, simply because they, too, are women.

Adding new layers to your identity and understanding how
this new information alters your position, value, or perceived
importance in the eyes of others becomes an intensive course
in intersectionality. Suddenly finding yourself as part of a spe-
cific identity group, becoming a minority, becoming the other,
can unsettle the ideas you once held about who you are and
about what others see first when they look at you.

When you are a migrant, countless small details constantly
reveal who you are in relation to Chileans. In my case, I have
brown skin, and the way I walk, the way I dress, the way I
interact with people is, all of a sudden, warm, Caribbean, you
know? I didn’t know I was Caribbean until I arrived in Chile,
but now I have learned that being Caribbean has a particular
look, and that, on the street, it marks me as an “other.” It is very
painful to realize that you are constantly being revealed as an
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other and that this gives rise to all these prejudices. (Obser-
vatorio de Género y Equidad, 2022) ('Translator’s translation)

In a deeply moving work, Venezuelan political scientist
Yiniba Castillo argues that “migrant women carry the border
on our bodies” (Castillo, 2021), and develops the idea of the
constant reaffirmation of difference under the gaze of the oth-
er. The attribution of certain characteristics to your nation-
ality can work either in your favor or against you, depending
on the political context of the moment and on the narrative
about migration that the media choose to promote in service
of particular interests.

Whenever an enemy is needed, migrants can
always fill that role: the media will publish
stories about rising crime rates since their
arrival, and social media comments will claim
that they come to steal jobs and “husbands”
(UNHCR and Amnesty International, 2023).

Although migrant women contribute through their labor, of-
ten under precarious conditions, to the development of the
host country and, through their remittances, to the survival
of their country of origin, this extraordinary effort that sus-
tains both economies is often dismissed. Instead, they are con-
temptuously told in the media to “stop having children.” All
of this occurs with impunity. In the face of such a hostile con-
text, feminism has been, 1s, and will continue to be for many
women a space of care, support, and belonging, because being
women, in all our diversity, offers us far more points of con-
nection than differences.
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Migration also gives you a new perspective on your own
country: what we have and what is missing, what is possi-
ble, and what we did not know we were allowed to dream
of. Those who migrate in search of refuge from authoritarian
contexts discover that it is possible to have massive demon-
strations, freedom of expression and association, political mo-
bilization, spaces for gathering, and diversity. Yet they also
discover that these new territories have problems of their own.
Perhaps rights that are denied in our country of origin are
taken for granted there, or perhaps those same rights are still
being demanded. The political outlook shaped by your expe-
rience in the country you left behind can become complex in
the host country, turning into a factor that either facilitates or
hinders your integration and remaining a constant presence
in your life. Are you on the political left or the right? Which
group expects that to mean your automatic solidarity? Do you
contribute to polarization? Is your nationality being used as a
scapegoat? What has political ideology meant to you?

Migration also compels you to reassess the safety of this
new environment. The full guarantee of rights will always re-
main necessary: every country in the world continues to need
feminism. Yet migrating means recalibrating the safety of the
place where you now live. This requires making a conscious
assessment of our own risks and asking ourselves: is this a
country that is hostile toward women? How strong is its fem-
inist movement? Are there massive demonstrations? Protests
against femicide? Public demands for sexual and reproductive
rights, such as legal abortion? We must also determine wheth-
er our nationality alters that risk in any way and ask: what is

the media and political narrative surrounding my nationality?
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Migration also exposes us to difference and gives us the
opportunity to reflect on our own positions, exclusions, limit-
ing beliefs, and those personal spaces where perhaps we have
not yet begun the necessary process of unlearning and decon-
struction, and are already running late.

Migration exposes us to difference and offers us the op-
portunity to reflect on our own positions, exclusions, limiting
beliefs, and those personal spaces where perhaps we have
not yet begun the necessary work of deconstruction and are
already falling behind. This opportunity to compare our
feminism with other perspectives and, ideally, to question
ourselves, offers in Latin America the possibility of uncov-
ering the roots of our beliefs and making use of migration
as a means of recognizing other key factors among the rea-
sons the system has for oppressing us. In doing so, it brings
us closer to other feminist traditions, especially decolonial
feminism, which, as Curiel states, “is committed to a strug-
gle against all systems of domination: racism, (hetero)sexism,
classism, capitalist logics, and the dispossession of the com-
mons from communities and peoples. It struggles to ensure
that the epistemologies and ‘other’ worlds that sustain life be-
come important points of reference in our thinking and our
actions. And it does not struggle only alongside women, but
alongside multiple subjects who seek to build a life project”
(Rodriguez, 2025).

This reflection therefore invites us to ask ourselves: what
prejudices do I bring from my own country that prevent me
from connecting with local struggles? By doing so, we may un-
cover whether our opinions about a protest or a new law stem,
for example, from racist ideas that we have normalized, or
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whether religion shapes our stance on issues such as abortion
or marriage equality.

Feminism, across its different core concerns, has one is-
sue that is undeniably connected to migration: care. Migrant
women lose their care networks and are exposed to particular
risks, such as gender-based violence, trafficking, sexual or la-
bor exploitation, precarious employment, and scams, among
other hardships that tend to fall most heavily on those who
are most in need of relief. In many cases, they find themselves
without anyone to welcome them, guide them, accompany
them, or care for them during illness, pregnancy, or the diffi-
cult postpartum period. This is especially significant for femi-
nists who understand how challenging it can be to go through
these experiences without a community.

To manage care responsibilities, it is imperative to create
spaces for expression. The current tendency to promote in-
dividualism as a virtue is, in reality, a trap that profoundly
affects women, especially migrant women. Treating care as
an individual burden, when it should be a shared social re-
sponsibility, generates an overwhelming sense of isolation.
For this reason, inhabiting spaces where we can speak open-
ly and find emotional release allows us to build community,
share strategies, and exchange material, emotional, legal,
and community-based support. Above all, it enables us to
mobilize. Only through collective action can we demand a
more just society in which care is understood as a shared
commitment.

The solidarity rooted in a shared nationality often emerges
as a first response; the solidarity born from the life-changing

experience of migration itself, regardless of nationality, as a

60

FEMINIST ACTIVISM AND MIGRATION

second; and feminisms as a third space, one that fosters con-
nection and resilience.

In this context, feminisms ideally recognize our particular-
ities and stand in solidarity with the challenges that stem from
our migratory status, gender identity, sexual orientation, and
our physical, ethnic, economic, and educational circumstanc-
es. They understand our loneliness and the fact that the cross
we carry 1s shaped by these layers of identity; that cultural
differences can serve as a mask for racism, xenophobia, and
violence; and that feminist comrades will be the first, ideally,
to rally around and support those whom the media portray as
the others, as a threat, or as the enemy.

Solidarity is not an absolute guaranteed by gender. Differ-
ences carry real weight in the way our feminisms are practiced
and negotiated; this is why Black, lesbian, and Indigenous

women were compelled to carve out spaces of their own.

Building community is not an idealized process
free of bias; on the contrary, it is a complex and
uncomfortable exercise in self-criticism and
deconstruction.

Anyhow, only the genuine support of others, support that al-
lows you the time and space to reflect on that pain, will help
you endure it and ultimately overcome it.

Reiterating the issue of loneliness is important because it is
no minor matter: it is decisive. Living life as a migrant means
not only losing your support structure, but also facing life’s
most significant moments alone; experiencing the milestones

of your existence without companionship; mourning the death
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of a mother or the dementia of a father; enduring the lack of
money and opportunities needed to build a life, but also to
return and remember; confronting the contempt and cruelty
of exile. That is why it is so meaningful that many migrant
women identify women’s groups and feminist organizations as
vital sources of support, essential for surviving and overcom-
ing these hardships. We must continue to foster and safeguard
these spaces.

Inspiration and Collective Action:
Transnational Organizing

Migration can be a common thread connecting migrant
women to the life we dream of, whether in this country or
another. Those who have migrated inspire us with new forms
of resistance. From their new territories, they choose to keep
fighting, creating, denouncing, and proposing alternatives.
In response to that commitment, we, the ones who remain,
learn from their struggles, build role models, educate our-
selves through their experiences, and even receive feminist
books that would never reach us here. Their activism does
not stop; it transforms. These migrant women contribute
within their host communities by giving voice to difference
and demanding the right to occupy a place with dignity, sim-
ply because they are human. They do so through a profound
empathy, expressed in art, research, communication, and
political action, reflecting on this new way of being beyond
our natural ground. At the same time, despite the difficul-
ties they face, they lovingly sustain their connection to the
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struggle of those of us who remain behind: they show us how
our homeland could be better, how diversity enriches us, and
how one can extend a helping hand from afar without letting
go of one’s roots. Their resistance strengthens us, and their
broadened perspective helps us imagine what for so long we
believed was impossible.

The various experiences of migration and the different
feminisms converge in one common space: activism. Circular
migration carries resources back and forth; internal migra-
tion brings us closer to others who share our reality; and per-
manent migration builds bridges for fellow nationals, creates
pathways to opportunity, and makes visible what might other-
wise remain unseen.

There are, for example, women who move across different
destinations as part of their humanitarian work and, as femi-
nists, connect with the struggles of the women in the countries
that need them. They do so with honesty and without conde-
scension, asking questions and learning from local realities,
free from any white savior complex. Beyond protocols and in-
tervention frameworks, they respect the weight of reality over
formalities and seek to address what is most urgent while con-
tributing to broader transformation.

Likewise, there are women who draw on their feminism to
support other migrant women, without dwelling on differenc-
es or adopting the discourses that promote segregation and
antagonism, and who put their own well-being on the line for
what 1s just for all. I have seen this, for example, among col-
lectives of sex workers in Peru who courageously denounce the
abuses and violations suffered by Venezuelan women, because
solidarity has no nationality.
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Strategic recognition is also due to the women who succeed
in reaching key spaces of influence and decision-making and
devote a significant share of their efforts, privileges, and op-
portunities to creating programs that include other women,
channeling funding, formulating recommendations, adding
them to lists, mentoring them, and sharing knowledge. They
do all of this with the generosity of creating opportunities that
make the path easier for others.

The Pursuit of Dignity Is a Shared Debt

The 2018 protests in Chile are a recent example of how fem-
inism can lead the struggle for social demands. Demanding
dignity, quality of life, and rights for those most in need will al-
ways mean working for the well-being of women, who remain
the poorest among the poor in Latin America.

Feminism is a political tool for denouncing the feminiza-
tion of poverty, demanding the necessary social and economic
rights, and fostering in our societies not only gender equality
but also a critical examination of the entire oppressive system
sustained by the unpaid labor and exploitation of the most
vulnerable women. In this way, it places their needs at the
center of the debate on social justice.

One of the fundamental forms of work that feminism and
migrant women have articulated is the amplification of what
is being lived and fought for in the country left behind. In au-
thoritarian contexts that place dissident voices at risk, migrant
women become witnesses who persist in denouncing human

rights violations, making visible the absence of fundamental
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guarantees. They also engage in grassroots diplomacy by cre-
ating spaces and conversations that allow others to learn first-
hand about what is happening in their country of origin and
to challenge the singular narrative imposed by those in power,
who rely on ideology and prejudice to conceal our realities.

In this regard, Suarez-Navaz (2006) offers a valuable con-
cept for broadening our understanding of resilience through
a rights-based approach. Faced with a convoluted legal sys-
tem that hinders, or even denies, regularization, efforts are
made to reinforce the premise that citizenship is a condition
for accessing rights reserved exclusively for nationals; by crim-
inalizing migrants, the system also discourages their engage-
ment with the state. Yet migrant women contribute to their
host countries through care networks, community initiatives,
mutual support strategies, and many other forms of sustaining
society. These everyday practices constitute an exercise of be-
longing that does not wait for the state’s permission through
the formal granting of citizenship. Rather, they embody a
“substantive” or “lived citizenship” that claims the right to
dignity and well-being without waiting for official recognition.
In this way, human dignity 1s asserted as the sole requirement
for the enjoyment of fundamental rights, and vulnerability is
transformed into a space for political action.

Transforming the migratory experience into a tool for
advocacy requires moving beyond silence and turning one’s
own experience into political and narrative production. This
process involves an exercise in documentation, research, and
denunciation, in which personal testimony ceases to be an iso-
lated account and becomes a collective resource for making
structural forms of violence visible.
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The transnational organizing of those who stay
and those who leave constitutes an infrastructure
of resistance and entails the politicization of
affective and community ties in order to generate
changes that formal diplomacy cannot, or will
not, achieve.

Thus, the diaspora uses its connections and access to disman-
tle criminalization and, from abroad, protect those who con-
tinue to resist on the ground. One example is that of a jour-
nalist friend of mine who was forced into exile after receiving
threats against herself and her family. Despite her vulnera-
bility, her new position abroad became not only a refuge, but
also an opportunity to assume greater visibility and, through
her voice, protect those who continue to practice journalism
in Venezuela.

Everything discussed so far demonstrates that the activ-
ism of migrant women is invaluable across all the spaces that
make up their journeys and experiences of mobility, and that
a political commitment grounded in feminism creates connec-
tions and forms of struggle centered on issues that transcend
borders and seek to advance rights and justice for all women,
without exclusion.

Ways to Stay Connected
In the challenging context of transnational life, digital activ-

ism gives us the opportunity to remain involved and present
in the feminist struggles that move us. It allows us to continue
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making meaningful contributions and maintaining essential
connections by amplifying the messages we need to bring into
our homes, onto the streets, and into those spaces of dissem-
ination that social media enables. The power of these forms
of participation and connection should neither be underesti-
mated nor dismissed. Every arena matters today, as regres-
sive, fundamentalist, and anti-rights movements seek to gain
ground under the age-old premise that women’s bodies and
rights are assets that can be appropriated.

In a time when false, irrelevant, or despair-inducing infor-
mation is used as a strategy to overwhelm, confuse, or demo-
bilize us, digital activism offers an opportunity to contribute
our own narratives, dismantle falsehoods, and defend the hu-
manity of women when others seek to diminish, objectify, and
dismiss them. Migration makes it possible to contrast politi-
cal perspectives and learn communication strategies capable
of confronting the machinery of disinformation and the dark
interests of technocracy. It is vital to raise our voices, record
that video, explain the issue to an aunt, and share the politi-
cal meme. Let us firmly and sisterly occupy the virtual spaces
from which they seek to expel us.

Migration also confronts us with the complexity of a pro-
cess that challenges our beliefs and our identity. The crimi-
nalization that migrants currently face in different parts of
the world will go down in history as a shameful escalation
of racist and xenophobic violence. We must ensure that those
responsible are held accountable. It will also be necessary to
provide adequate redress for the terror and anguish caused
by persecution based on who you are and how you look; for

the constant fear of family separation, deportation, the loss of
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one’s life project, imprisonment, assault, or death at the hands
of authorities who administer deportation through a logic that
amounts to a legally sanctioned form of ethnic cleansing of
their territories.

Faced with such a complex reality, it is important to call
for generosity towards ourselves and to recognize that we may
need a pause, a break, and even forgetting in order to survive.
If we need to stop and do not do so because we consider our-
selves indispensable to activism, we fall into the trap of living
feminism according to exploitative capitalist dynamics that
drain us and leave us exhausted. We cannot carry our para-
digms and egos into the development of a collective movement
committed to freeing itself from structures of domination. We
must learn to identify within our own ways of thinking those
remnants of the system that raises us to place value on doing
rather than on being.

That is the beauty of feminism as a collective movement:
it is sustained through succession, not through the individual
sacrifice of the tireless activist. Others will become the driving
force; their enthusiasm and commitment will fill the space of
our absence; they will welcome us back with open arms if we
later choose to return and, if we do not, they will continue
fighting for our right to a better life.

Conclusions
After witnessing the migration of loved ones as family mem-

bers and friends became part of the Venezuelan diaspora, and
after experiencing internal migration as a form of resistance
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in order not to relinquish my rootedness, my years of work in
the prevention of and response to the trafficking of women
and girls have allowed me to see firsthand the cruelest edges of
mobility: those where vulnerability becomes extreme risk. Yet
it 1s precisely because I am so familiar with these dangers that
I celebrate the power of feminist activism, which enables us to
transform distance into an opportunity for political reconnec-
tion in the struggle for dignity.

The Network Does Not Break, It Transforms

Migration does not fragment feminist activism; it expands
it. Even as territories change, networks adapt and, in many
cases, grow stronger. Those who are abroad and those of us
who remain continue to stay connected: we share resources,
strategies, care, and responses. Feminist comrades in different
countries have consistently answered the calls of women who
need support in situations of gender-based violence, but also in
other circumstances that place them at risk.

These menstrual cups traveled from different parts of the
world in 2018 in response to a call from Proyecto Mujeres, an
organization dedicated to promoting menstrual dignity for
Venezuelan girls in a context of severe shortages of these basic
products. And this is only one example. Surely every activist
who reads this text can think of one of those transnational acts
of solidarity that she has witnessed or received. Thus, what may
initially be understood as distance or separation s, in reality, a
space that we fill through constant collaboration. From different
places, we sustain projects together, support urgent cases, create
opportunities, and weave forms of resistance that cross borders
without losing the political and emotional bonds that unite us.
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Staying Connected

Migrant and non-migrant feminist activism intertwine in a
shared practice that transcends both physical and symbolic
borders. Making this connection visible strengthens it from
both a practical and political perspective, as it acknowledg-
es that collaboration between those who have migrated and
those who remain creates tangible opportunities for exchang-
ing knowledge, contacts, and strategies. It amplifies denuncia-
tions, mobilizes resources, raises funds, and creates safe spaces
for discussing issues that often fall outside the scope of our
everyday lives. It also activates protection and safety networks
that make it possible to respond to urgent situations, accom-
pany legal and emotional processes, and sustain transnational
campaigns. This form of organizing is not only possible: it is
already happening, and it deserves to be nurtured, strength-
ened, and documented as a fundamental part of our feminist
resistance. We must recognize the strength we can cultivate
by understanding migration not as a loss, but as a valuable
opportunity to reorganize the political fabric.

Migrant women who manage to persist in their feminist ac-
tivism are living proof that it is possible to rebuild our strength,
whether in this country or in a new destination, and that the
immense difficulties determined to silence and deactivate us
will not prevail. We remain together.
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MASCULINITIES AND FEMINISMS

Introduction

What is a woman, and especially a feminist woman, doing
studying masculinities? As a feminist who has spent more than
fifteen years thinking about this field, with and without men,
I have been confronted with this question on numerous oc-
casions. I remember that, while pursuing a Master’s degree
in Gender Studies at the National University of Colombia, I
experienced a certain level of questioning, and even disdain,
from some classmates and professors regarding my research
topic. Several of them believed that investigating the produc-
tion of masculine subjectivities among cisgender men from
working-class backgrounds who resisted war was pointless.
There, they argued, one could find nothing but patriarchy
and sexism; dedicating time and resources to such a purpose
was, consequently, a waste. Yet I have also experienced the
opposite. I have seen certain men react with particular em-
pathy because they interpret my attempt to understand the
production of masculinities as evidence that “I am on their
side,” which, in their eyes, makes me an understandable and
supportive feminist ally.

Thus, I have automatically been cast in one role or the other:
as an ally or as an adversary. These dichotomies, which orga-
nize the world into opposing camps, are of little use in under-
standing its complexity and even less its transformations. I must
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admit, however, that I find it politically significant when men
realize that not all feminists are their enemies.

I am frequently confronted with that initial question, one I
have been answering over the past several years. At the same
time, I have reaffirmed the need for certain feminisms to move
beyond the idea that this is a project exclusively for women.
Doing so also helps us avoid falling into the illusion that only
we, as women, can drive and achieve the transformations that
the world requires.

This chapter emerges from that concern. It is an invita-
tion to think beyond established boundaries in pursuit of our
emancipation and an opportunity to reflect on the questions
that some of us feminists have asked about masculinities, with
and without men. It arises from the frustrations that come
from recognizing the limited understanding of the feminist
project among many cisgender men and, at the same time,
from the perplexity produced by seeing how cisgender men
who are leftist activists or human rights defenders, despite
their commitment to social justice, do not always recognize
the articulations between patriarchy and the other systems of
oppression they claim to oppose.

This also means questioning a nearly universal omission:
certain masculinities, commonly referred to as hegemonic, are
co-produced alongside particular femininities, also hegemon-
ic, and not outside of or apart from them. It is, therefore, a pro-
foundly relational matter. The questions must also be directed
toward feminisms: how can we understand that not all men
occupy the same position of privilege? How can we under-
stand that the normative expectations of masculinity produce
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subjects with characteristics that many men neither genuinely
desire nor are able to embody?

The questions that guide this chapter are not merely theo-
retical, although it is clear to me that we cannot dispense with
theory in addressing them, since it provides crucial tools for
illuminating them. Above all, they are urgently political ques-
tions in an increasingly authoritarian and militarized global
context, marked by neopatriarchal expressions that emerge in
response to the advances made by feminisms.

‘Two central questions guide this chapter: what insights are
important for certain feminists not to identify men and mascu-

linities, strictly speaking, as a threat to their rights?

How do we ensure that men, especially cisgen-
der men, feel called upon by a profoundly trans-
formative political and ethical project of which
they, too, can be a part?

These questions arise from fifteen years of work in the field of
masculinities, informed by the reading of diverse non-separat-
ist feminisms, and today they are reactivated by contemporary
debates, including those advanced by non-punitive feminisms.
I am aware that these issues may be uncomfortable for some
feminists, but I long ago accepted that discomfort is a neces-
sary part of any living and transformative mode of thought.
In this chapter, I aim to examine, in a concise manner, the
relationship between various feminisms and the notion of gen-
der, as well as the effects this has on the ways in which men and

masculinities are understood. I will then focus on the notion
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of gender as a dispositif’ of power and of subject production
in order to explore how this perspective makes it possible to
formulate an alternative understanding of the production of
masculinities and femininities. My aim is to show that con-
ceptual clarity can open political horizons and non-separatist

alliances for intersectional struggles.

Feminisms and Masculinities

Speaking of feminism in the singular is always insufficient.
Rather than a homogeneous field, it is a constellation of polit-
ical, theoretical, and lived commitments that have emerged in
different contexts and from very specific experiences. This di-
versity has been crucial not only for broadening the struggles
for gender equity, but also for opening up questions about men
and masculinities, to the point of consolidating this topic as a
field of study in its own right within gender studies (Brown &
Ismail, 2022; Nufiez, 2016; Viveros, 2011).

Equality feminisms, such as liberal feminism and certain
socialist strands, have emphasized closing gaps in access to
rights, political participation, and equality in the workplace.
Within these approaches, gender is often understood as a set
of roles that generate discrimination and that can therefore
be transformed through institutional reforms and cultur-
al change (Ciccia, 2022). However, this approach has been

5

' Translator’s note: Dispositif, often translated as “apparatus,” refers to the
interconnected discourses, institutions, norms, practices, and forms of
knowledge through which power operates and produces social realities. The
French term is retained to preserve this broader theoretical meaning.
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criticized for often remaining at the level of inclusion: gaining
entry into institutions without necessarily transforming them
or fundamentally questioning the masculine norms that struc-
ture them (Brown & Ismail, 2022).

When men are considered from this perspective, strate-
gies tend to focus on individual change: encouraging them
to take on more caregiving responsibilities, question their
privileges, and examine their everyday practices. All of this
is undoubtedly important, but it sometimes ends up reducing
the problem to a matter of roles and behaviors, leaving in the
background the structures that produce and sustain those
inequalities.

On the other hand, difference feminisms, and radical fem-
inism in particular, introduced an important shift by pointing
out that oppression is not confined to the public or institution-
al sphere. By asserting that “the personal is political,” they
placed everyday life, sexuality, reproduction, and violence at
the center of analysis, showing that fundamental power rela-
tions are also at work there (Ciccia, 2022). This shift was cru-
cial for understanding patriarchy as a system that permeates
the entirety of social life.

Within this framework, men are often positioned in oppo-
sition to women and, at times, portrayed as carriers of a nat-
uralized form of violence. This perspective was powerful in
making visible the centrality of male violence, but it has also
been criticized for its tendency to essentialize men and treat
them as a homogeneous bloc, devoid of nuance and difference
(Viveros, 2007). The risk is that it closes off the possibility of
imagining more complex transformations and, above all, of

building alliances.
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Despite their differences, these feminisms share a key
idea: gender is a social construction. However, they have of-
ten maintained a rigid separation between sex (biological)
and gender (cultural), a distinction that has been widely chal-
lenged by more recent approaches because of its binary and
cisnormative character (Brown & Ismail, 2022; Ciccia, 2022).
It is precisely at this point that intersectional, Black, postcolo-
nial, and decolonial feminisms have made fundamental con-
tributions. These perspectives begin from a premise that, in
my view, completely transforms the analysis and challenges
binary thinking: gender cannot be understood without race,
class, sexuality, age, or nationality.

This shift has been particularly relevant for rethinking
masculinities. By recognizing that men access privileges and
resources in unequal ways, it becomes possible to understand
them not only as subjects of power, but also as subjects shaped
by multiple forms of subordination. Black feminists have been
central to this process by pointing out that the experiences
of racialized men differ profoundly from those of white men,
both in terms of privilege and vulnerability (hooks, 2022). This
does not mean exempting them from responsibility; rather, it

means complicating the way we understand power.

From these feminisms, I have come to identify
at least three key elements for thinking about
masculinities: not essentializing men, not
embracing separatism as the only way forward,
and understanding power as something

relational, situated, and constantly changing
(Neira, 2023).
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These principles have opened up the possibility for me to
think about men not only as a problem, but also as part of the
solution and of broader processes of transformation, without
losing sight of the structures that sustain inequality.

However, this approach also has its tensions. Recognizing
that men can be, at the same time, subjects of privilege and
subjects of oppression may lead the analysis to shift toward the
individual level, thereby diluting structural critique (Brown &
Ismail, 2022).

In this sense, thinking about the relationship between
feminisms and masculinities means moving through uncom-
fortable, yet necessary terrain. It is not a matter of denying
conflicts or forcing consensus, but rather of recognizing that

tensions can also be productive.

Intersectional feminisms, in particular, have
shown that it is possible to build situated alliances
that do not begin from homogeneity, but from
the recognition of differences and inequalities.

Perhaps this is where one of the most compelling possibilities
lies: moving from thinking of men solely as targets of change
to thinking of them also as interlocutors and allies in broader
processes of social transformation. This, of course, is neither
automatic nor free of risks. It requires contesting meanings,
assuming responsibilities, and, above all, never losing sight of
the fact that gender inequalities are profoundly intertwined
with other systems of power.

Following this conversation about tensions within femi-

nisms, I have increasingly identified with the contributions of
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transfeminism and queer theory, both of which introduce key
conceptual shifts. It is no longer simply a matter of analyzing
inequalities between men and women, but of interrogating the
very categories that make that distinction possible. This en-
tails critically revisiting the sex/gender system and, in partic-
ular, the role of gender in the production of subjects.

As I have been arguing, gender has been understood in
multiple ways: as identity, as a role, or as a symbolic system.
However, one of the most compelling contributions of these
currents is the idea of gender as a dispositif of power. In other
words, not as something that merely describes differences, but
as something that actively produces them. From this perspec-
tive, gender organizes social life by defining which bodies are
legible, which life trajectories are possible, and which ones fall
outside the bounds of what is considered acceptable.

In my experience, this has allowed me to see how gender
operates in everyday life, not only through explicit norms, but
also through repeated practices that become inscribed on bod-
ies: the way one moves, speaks, dresses, or desires. In that sense,
it does not operate solely at the level of identity, but within the
very materiality of embodied experience, producing differences
that later come to appear as natural (Butler, 2001; 2015).

From this follows a particularly provocative idea: it is not
sex that determines gender; rather, gender norms produce the
very idea of a “natural” sex (Butler, 2015). This challenges the
notion of a fixed biological foundation upon which identities
are built. Instead, what we understand as sex is mediated by
cultural frameworks that interpret and hierarchize bodies. In
this way, sex appears self-evident when, in reality, it is the re-

sult of a process of cultural regulation.
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None of this implies denying the materiality of bodies. On
the contrary, it means recognizing that they exist, while also ac-
knowledging that their meaning is neither fixed nor universal.

Bodies acquire meaning within contexts that
determine which lives are recognized and which
are pushed to the margins.

In other words, materiality is traversed by power relations
that determine its intelligibility. From this perspective, gen-
der ceases to be merely an analytical category and becomes a
site of contestation. To interrogate it means asking under what
conditions certain bodies matter more than others, and how
those hierarchies are sustained or transformed.

Along these lines, transfeminist and queer perspectives shift
the focus of attention regarding masculinities: rather than con-
centrating solely on men as subjects of critique, they propose
dismantling gender as a technology that classifies and orders
the world (De Lauretis, 2004). This is why I have insisted that
subjects, including those assigned male at birth, are produced
within networks of power and discourse (Neira-Cruz, 2021).

Trans feminisms have also expanded our understanding of
masculinity by showing that it is not exclusive to men, that it
is not always associated with virility, and that it can be em-
bodied in different kinds of bodies (Halberstam, 2008). This
destabilizes rigid associations between body, identity, and ex-
pression. Although these perspectives have been criticized for
supposedly diluting the category of “woman” or for focusing
too heavily on discourse, their aim is not to deny lived experi-
ences but to question the structures that produce them. In that
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sense, rather than closing the debate, they expand it and invite
us to rethink how subjects are constituted and under what con-
ditions they can be recognized within the social order.

The Production of Bodies: Gender, War, and Social
Reproduction

Throughout my work as a researcher, I have learned that
thinking of gender as a dispositif makes it possible to analyze
more precisely its role in the production of bodies oriented
toward specific ends. Gender does not merely classify or name
differences; it also organizes bodily, affective, and moral dis-
positions that render certain bodies more suited to particular
tasks and sacrifices. Of course, there are always ruptures, fail-
ures, and experiences that escape this ideal. In this sense, gen-
der operates as a technology for the production of subjects (De
Lauretis, 2004), one that articulates social expectations with
concrete ideological, political, and economic needs. It is not
limited to regulating individual identities; it also contributes
to the material organization of social life.

Aparticularly illustrative example of this logic is the construc-
tion of masculinities associated with war, violence, and physical
resilience. In contexts of armed conflict, such as Colombia and
many others, bodies assigned as masculine are symbolically
and materially produced as bodies available for combat, risk,
and exposure to death. From an early age, these bodies, espe-
cially those of impoverished young men, are interpellated and
seduced by narratives that exalt strength, endurance, courage,

and a willingness to sacrifice. War requires not only weapons
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and strategies, but also subjects capable of inhabiting violence
as a duty or even as a form of personal fulfillment. Gender plays
a central role here by naturalizing the idea that certain bodies
are made to endure pain, exercise force, and accept death as a
possible horizon. Although, as I will attempt to show, gender
alone is not sufficient to explain this process.

This is why I have become interested in the production of
militarized masculinities (Neira-Cruz, 2021; Theidon, 2009),
which, contrary to common assumptions, are not confined to
regular armies or illegal armed groups. What is at work here is
a broader social imaginary that legitimizes the association be-
tween masculinity and violence (Neira-Cruz, 2023) and turns
a readiness for combat into a criterion of value and recogni-
tion. In this way, gender contributes to the reproduction of
cycles of violence by inscribing in masculine bodies, especially
those that are impoverished and racialized, a particular rela-
tionship to risk, power, aggression, and weapons.

In parallel, the production of femininities linked to care,
reproduction, and domesticity plays an equally central role in
social and economic organization. These bodies are config-
ured as responsible for sustaining everyday life, ensuring fam-
ily continuity, and absorbing the material and emotional costs
of social reproduction. Care work, historically feminized, has
been presented as the natural expression of a supposedly fem-
inine disposition when, in reality, it responds to an unequal
division of labor that benefits specific economic and political
orders while leaving working-class women overexploited. By
assigning these functions to certain bodies, gender contributes
to obscuring the productive character of care work and to so-
cially devaluing it.
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These gendered configurations do not emerge sponta-
neously, nor do they respond to immutable biological differ-
ences. They are functional to specific forms of organizing
power, labor, the economy, and violence.

The production of masculine bodies available
for war and of feminine bodies destined for care
sustains both capitalist economies and military
and state projects.

In this sense, gender acts as a principle of the differential dis-
tribution of risks, burdens, and responsibilities, but it does not
act alone.

War and care are marked by gender; however, not all men
go to war, nor do all women work without pay in their own
households or for precarious wages in the households of oth-
ers. The men who are considered disposable and who face the
greatest risk of filling the ranks of armies tend to be impover-
ished and racialized. Likewise, the women who perform care
work, generally under extremely poor pay conditions, also
tend to be impoverished and racialized. Therefore, gender
analyses cannot be universalized and must always take into
account specific people, moments, and places.

Beyond Gender: Inequalities Entangled with
Structural Racism, Capitalism, and Imperialism

Gender does not operate in isolation, nor can it be adequately un-
derstood if it 1s separated from other axes of social differentiation.
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Gender, race, and class function as dispositifs that produce bodi-
ly hierarchies and unevenly distribute vulnerability and social
recognition. These categories do not simply add up mechanical-
ly; rather, they become intertwined in the production of situated
subjects and shape differential positions within the social order.
Gender, in articulation with class, race, nationality, or place, not
only differentiates but also hierarchizes, assigning values, capac-
ities, and limits to bodies.

Just as racialization produces bodies read as white and
bodies read as non-white, gender produces masculinities and
femininities organized within asymmetrical power relations.
These positions are neither equivalent nor interchangeable;
rather, they are structured by historical relations of domina-
tion and exclusion.

This has helped me understand why certain subjects feel
interpellated by these categories while others do not. In gen-
eral, those who occupy privileged positions within a system
tend not to recognize themselves as subjects produced by that
very system. Heterosexual men, for example, often perceive
themselves as neutral individuals, unmarked by gender, just
as white people tend not to see themselves as racialized. From
these positions, gender and race appear as attributes of others,
as problems that affect those who deviate from the norm, but
not those who embody it.

This form of invisibility is not accidental; rather, it is consti-
tutive of the way privilege operates. By failing to perceive itself
as a particular position, the hegemonic position presents itself
as universal and escapes critical scrutiny. Yet oppression, too, is
often universalized. Gender then appears as an issue concern-

ing women or people with non-normative gender identities and
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sexual orientations, while race is reduced to a matter that con-
cerns only racialized populations. This unequal distribution of
interpellation contributes to reproducing existing hierarchies
by exempting privileged subjects from the need to question
their own position.

This form of invisibility is not accidental; rather, it is consti-
tutive of the way privilege operates. By failing to perceive itself
as a particular position, the hegemonic position presents itself
as universal and escapes critical scrutiny. Yet oppression, too,
is often universalized. Gender then appears as an issue con-
cerning women or people with non-normative gender identi-
ties and sexual orientations, while race is reduced to a matter
that concerns only racialized populations. This unequal dis-
tribution of interpellation contributes to reproducing existing
hierarchies by exempting privileged subjects from the need to

question their own position.

An Interested Cartography of Work on Men and
Masculinities

As I have shown, feminisms have had diverse relationships
with men and masculinities. Indeed, these relationships have
had an impact not only on the creation of a subfield within
gender studies, but also on political interventions and forms
of activism. Intervention processes involving men, especially
cisgender men, whether or not they are explicitly described as
such, are inspired by some of the feminist perspectives I have
presented so far, as well as by others that I have not been able
to discuss here. For this reason, I am interested in reflecting
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on these processes, although what I can offer is far from an
exhaustive overview. Rather, it is a reflection grounded in my
own experience and in my close engagement, over the course
of some fifteen years, with certain collectives focused on men
and masculinities.

It 1s important to note that, in Latin America and else-
where, these interventions have gained relevance and a more
prominent place in the public sphere in recent years. Even
some feminist organizations that once actively rejected work-
ing with men are now asking questions about masculinities. I
do not believe it is a coincidence that this is happening in the
context of the so-called rightward turn: the ultraconservative
expressions of masculinist groups (Alabao, 2025; Roth, 2025)
and the emergence of new neopatriarchal collectives renew
the urgency and relevance of thinking about and intervening
in masculinities.

Most interventions involving heterosexual cisgender men
focus on addressing violence, that is, they take place once men
have already perpetrated violence. Others are aimed at pre-
venting it. These interventions are strongly shaped by perspec-
tives aligned with radical feminisms, for which, as we have
seen, the eradication of violence is central. They generally
draw on punitive approaches that seek to transform a “patri-
archal culture” and focus on processes of individual punish-
ment, most often associated with traditional judicial proceed-
ings and, less frequently, with restorative processes.

Other interventions, such as programs similar to Linea
Calma (Bogota) or Linea Hablemos (Buenos Aires), provide
crisis response services: they are designed for men to seek emo-

tional or psychological support in complex and emotionally

89



COLECTIVA

extreme situations, such as suicidal ideation. The intervention
is centered on a personal and psychological perspective aimed
at providing immediate assistance and only occasionally leads
to ongoing processes. These forms of support are grounded
in more liberal, psychoanalytic, or psychological approaches,
which do not seek to transform social structures.

In collectives that work with men, we can also observe
similar perspectives. At times, it is difficult to distinguish be-
tween the collectives and their activities, on the one hand, and
government programs, on the other. At least in the Colom-
bian case, in most of the collectives I am familiar with, their
members are not only activists on these issues, but also work
professionally in the field and have been affiliated with NGOs
or government institutions. As a result, there is an ongoing
transfer of experiences and knowledge, and consequently, a
significant portion of what now exists in public policy is also
the outcome of the collective and individual work carried out
by these men.

What is particularly striking is the consolidation, over the
past several years, of experiential training processes in which
the body serves as a central site of engagement. Single-gender
listening and reflection groups, where participants can share
processes of self-reflection and introspection regarding the ways
they have been taught to be men, represent an effort to “de-
construct” that masculinity and achieve what has been termed
a “new masculinity.” In many cases, these initiatives rely on
narratives about the effects of patriarchy on men, for example,
the social denial of the expression of certain emotions. In my
view, there is a tendency here to seek a narrative of male vic-

timhood in relation to patriarchy and, as I have already noted,
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this 1s limited, if not problematic. The paradigm of victimiza-
tion, even in relation to women, has been heavily critiqued by
postcolonial and non-punitive feminisms, for example.

In recent years, I have also noticed the emergence of work
with men around domestic and care work. Care and self-care
are almost always approached from personal perspectives.
Here, liberal approaches that prioritize individual change,
with a strong emphasis on roles, are combined. These work-
shops commonly speak of “masculinity mandates” and repro-
duce prescriptive perspectives on what masculinity is: uni-
versalizing ideas that become recipes for working with men.
Rarely is careful attention paid to how men construct them-
selves as concrete subjects.

Finally, I have observed how other collectives, at least at
the discursive level, seek more structural forms of transfor-
mation, such as the Varones Antipatriarcales collective in Ar-
gentina. These groups, very much in tune with radical fem-
inisms, put forward serious critiques of projects centered on
“new masculinities,” of discourses of “deconstruction,” and of
processes that seek only changes in gender roles. They even
argue that these “new men” and “deconstructed men” merely
renew their privileges and reap the benefits of this discourse;
in this regard, they coincide with several feminists. In general,
they are people with academic training and, in many cases,
feminist training as well. This type of collective is also con-
nected to intersectional feminisms, as it sometimes works from
the premise that there are different experiences of masculinity
and qualifies them in diverse ways (Fabbri, 2021).

A distinctive feature of this latter movement, and one that
I believe brings it closer to radical feminism than to liberal
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feminism, is its conviction that masculinity itself must be abol-
ished, since it understands masculinity to be the problem: the
very “dispositif of power” (Fabbri, 2021). What appears here
is a version of radical feminism that regards masculinity as
inherently bad and therefore something that must be eradi-
cated. It constructs masculinity as the negative side and, by
contrast, suggests that femininity would be inherently good.
I believe this once again falls into a binary perspective and
reproduces precisely what it seeks to transform. In any case,
these practices are never “pure,” in the sense that they do not
respond to a single perspective. Increasingly, they are the re-
sult of a combination of multiple feminisms, usually with par-
ticular emphases and, at times, with complementarities and

even contradictions.

How Can We Build Alliances?

To conclude this chapter, I would like to return to the argu-
ments of bell hooks, who insisted that the separatism promot-
ed by radical feminism problematically excludes men from the
movement, and that treating male supremacy as an absolute
feature of society creates “subcultures” that pose no threat to
the status quo (hooks, 2022). I share this view with hooks:

Separatism does not lead to the transformations
we seek; on the contrary, it may generate unin-
tended consequences and limit the scope of
emancipatory processes.
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I hope I have offered here some useful insights for devel-
oping an intersectional perspective on masculinities and for
considering other ways of understanding how they are socially
constructed.

However, I do not advocate a complacent perspective, nor
do I seek to promote a narrative of male victimhood. For men
to see themselves as part of the feminist transformation requires
adopting clear ethical and political commitments, capable of
recognizing the injustice of their historical privileges, as well
as the ideologies and economic, political, and social structures
that sustain them (Ruether, 1992, as cited in Brown & Ismail,
2022), and acknowledging the role that many of them play in
the reproduction of male domination (Viveros, 2007).

It is not simply a matter of bringing men into feminist
struggles, nor of thinking about men and masculinities as an
individual problem. The challenge is deeper: to collectively
rethink the practices of power and the regimes of privilege
that organize the patriarchal order.

Masculinity 1s not the problem in and of itself.
'To inhabit masculinity or femininity, as cultural
constructions, 1s not the same as inhabiting
violence or subordination, neither as a matter

of nature nor as destiny.

For this perspective to be politically productive, men must com-
mit themselves to studying and understanding feminisms in
all their diversity, tensions, and internal debates. Rather than
concentrating their energy exclusively on processes of personal
transformation, it is necessary to direct it toward transforming

93



COLECTIVA

structures of power and privilege, normative frameworks, and
the ways resources are distributed. To achieve this, coalitions
built around shared political commitments are essential. In a
context marked by the advance of authoritarian and far-right
projects, we need to articulate the struggle against capitalism,
racism, and colonialism with the struggle against patriarchy
as a strategic necessity in which women, men, and non-binary
people all participate.

The question of men and masculinities must

be approached as a transformative political field,
in dialogue with feminisms, one that can help

us transform gendered, racialized, and
class-based relations.

This also requires opening up concrete agendas for institu-
tional transformation, at both the macro and micro levels:
critically reexamining security doctrines, militarized logics,
extractive economic models, and hierarchical forms of au-
thority. Understanding how structures of domination operate
in an intertwined manner may open pathways to recognizing
that the responses must also be articulated and collective. At
the same time, we must act within the everyday life of our col-
lectives and ask ourselves, for example: who does what work,
and why? Do we distribute the labor of activism equitably be-
tween emotional and material work? Who leads, and under
what material and emotional conditions? It is not enough sim-
ply to place women in leadership positions; we must ask under
what conditions we are expected to occupy those spaces and,

if necessary, work to improve them. In conclusion, structural
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change will not occur without personal change, but promot-
ing only the latter may prove limiting. It is important to think
across the micro, meso, and macro scales of the transforma-
tion of power relations.

The application of complex theoretical frameworks, the
questioning of the gender binary, the analysis of power in its
individual, institutional, and systemic dimensions, and the
recognition of the interconnectedness of oppressions through
multidimensional approaches open up transformative hori-
zons for work on masculinities. These horizons cannot be
reached through reductionist, selective, or uninformed ap-
proaches (Brown & Ismail, 2022). Alliances are built through
shared responsibility. It is not a matter of men merely “sup-
porting” feminist processes, but of assuming their place in
the transformation of the orders that also produce and benefit
them. Alliance is commitment, not discursive adherence. At
the same time, we as feminists can support and believe in the
possibility of transformation and in the existence of diverse
masculinities.
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RATS T NG
OUR VOICES



Politics takes on bodily form and
becomes memory, affect and lived
experience. These stories trace lives
marked by violence and loss, but also
by dignity, resistance, care and hope.
Listening to them allows us to recognize
what has so often been silenced and to
understand that each voice can open a
path for others.



Manifesto from the
Body-Terroritory

Andrea Ixchiu Hernandez




! This document was prepared as a contribution to a compilation of tools for
social movements and feminist collectives, and was inspired by the work of
women land defenders in Mesoamerica.

Andrea Ixchiu Hernandez

Maya K’iche’ Indigenous leader from Totonicapan, Guatemala.
She 1s a land defender, community communicator, and audiovisual
producer. The first woman to chair the Natural Resources Board
of the 48 Cantons of Totonicapan, she has been recognised by the
Nobel Women’s Initiative, the Sakharov Fellowship, and the Bertha
Fellowship. She is a co-founder of the Hackeo Cultural collective
(hackeocultural.org).

MANIFESTO FROM THE BODY-TERRORITORY

The struggle for Mother Earth ts the mother of all struggles.

ANMIGA, Articulation of Indigenous
Women of Brazil

1. We Speak from the Body-Territory

I do not want to begin with definitions, but with what I have
learned through my body.

Let me introduce myself: I am Andrea Ixchiu Hernandez,
a Maya K’iche’ woman from Totonicapan, Guatemala. At the
age of 25, I travelled across 311,000 hectares of forest during
2013, when I held the communal responsibility of sowing water"
and caring for the territory for those yet to be born. I have doc-
umented illegal logging and nearly died at the hands of those
who plunder what is not theirs.

' Translator’s note: Sowing water is retained as a literal translation of sembrar
agua. The expression reflects an Indigenous understanding of forest protec-
tion and restoration as a form of planting water for the future: by caring for
trees, soil, and watersheds, communities help rainfall filter into the ground
and replenish the water that future generations will drink. It also conveys
a relationship with water grounded in reciprocity, collective responsibility,
and long-term care for the territory.
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Today I write from exile, in a metropolis built
over lakes that are now dry, while my people
face criminalization for defending the popular
vote, justice, and the water their ancestors sowed
two hundred years ago.

I begin by naming what colonialism taught us to separate:
there is no body without territory. There is no territory with-
out a body. War against the land is war against our bodies.
Territorial dispossession is sexual violence. Contaminating
the river is poisoning the blood. Cutting down the forest is an
amputation of our lungs and our heart.

I speak in the first person from this experience, but I do not
speak alone. I recognize myself within a diverse, contradicto-
ry, and living “we”2.

Indigenous feminisms do not need to be trans-
lated into Western academic language. They
already exist. They already resist. They already

transform.

These words do not seek to explain them from the outside, but
to join the voices that have been speaking for centuries, even
when the noise of extractivism, patriarchy, and colonialism
has tried to drown them out.

? Translator’s note: The Spanish nosotras is a feminine form of “we.” It is
translated here as “we,” with quotation marks to preserve its meaning as a
consciously constructed collective subject: diverse, internally complex, and
grounded in women’s shared but non-uniform experiences.

MANIFESTO FROM THE BODY-TERRORITORY

Who We Are

We are those who were born in times of war and continue to
be born in times of war, because the war never ended. We
are those who take on unpaid communal responsibilities to
defend what we hold in common while being criminalized for
organizing. We are those who cultivate the milpa?® heal with
plants, and speak languages the West calls “Indigenous,” but
which are the languages of the earth.

We are those who sing and dance to hip-hop, reggaeton,
cumbia, and salsa in the great cities, and those who hold cer-
emonies in the mountains. We are those who rock hard and
those who safeguard our grandmothers’ science. We are those
who face exile and those who resist in our territories. We are
those who are called “invaders” in Mexico, although we have
been Mesoamerican since before borders existed.

We are diverse. We are contradictory. We are living com-
plexity. We are tired of being romanticized, exoticized, and
measured against purist standards. We do not want to be the
gender quota or the Indigenous quota. We are the ones who
always drop the mic and say: “If you already know who we
are, you already know why you invited us.”

* Translator’s Note: The term milpa is intentionally left untranslated because
it refers to a specific Mesoamerican Indigenous agricultural concept that
has no exact equivalent in English. While it is sometimes glossed as “corn
field,” “maize field,” “cultivated plot,” or “traditional farming system,”
these translations fail to capture its full ecological, cultural, social, and spir-
itual dimensions. In Indigenous Mesoamerican traditions, a milpa is not
merely a field but a complex system of intercropping, land stewardship, and
community knowledge.
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2. We Name the War That Never Ended

Climate Fever Is Not a Metaphor

The Maya K’iche’ Ajq’jab’ of my people give us a diagnosis
the West does not want to hear: an illness that has afflicted our
territories for five hundred years cannot be cured with carbon
credits, hydroelectric plants that dry up rivers, or electric cars
that require mining.

The climate crisis is a consequence, not a cause. The cause
is the colonial war that never ended. Let us call it by its name:
* Ecocide: the systematic destruction of ecosystems.

* Genocide: the annihilation of Indigenous and Afro-descen-
dant peoples.

* Epistemicide: the erasure of ancestral knowledge.

* Territorial femicide: the killing of women land defenders.

These are not separate problems. They are manifestations
of the same structural violence.

Rich countries bear 92% of the responsibility. While our
peoples face the consequences of a crisis they did not cause,
the consumption-based lifestyles of the richest 1% generate
twice the emissions of the poorest 50% of the planet. The con-
centration of wealth and power in a few hands is proportional
to greenhouse-gas emissions.

When fire caused by drought consumes the mountain our
great-grandparents planted; when water runs out in a metrop-
olis of twenty million inhabitants built over a system of lakes;
when climate-related deaths occur in impoverished regions
whose vulnerability is intensified by the plundering of their
territories, this is not the consequence of our actions. It is the
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result of an economic model imposed on us, one that places
money above life.

Green Wars: When Environmentalism Reproduces Colonialism
The counterinsurgent war and the Cold War in Central
America have now been joined by green wars: environmental
and conservation projects that displace us from our territories
in the name of “conservation.” Militarization and criminal-
1sation seek to exercise control over our lives and our lands.
On October 4, 2012, the Guatemalan Army killed seven
brothers during a peaceful demonstration against reforms that
eliminated Indigenous rights. A judge released the direct per-
petrators. Crimes committed by the State remain unpunished

and foster a culture of violence.

State violence against Indigenous peoples did
not end with the signing of the peace accords.
The war continues in new forms.

Violence against Our Bodies
You can be killed during a robbery, for failing to pay extor-
tion, for being caught in a shootout, for arguing with some-
one in traffic, for making a land claim, for a labor dispute
on a plantation or in a company; for investigating corruption,
reporting forest destruction, practicing Maya spirituality, or-
ganizing and defending water and land, participating in a
peaceful demonstration, belonging to an Indigenous or peas-
ant organization, or being a working woman.

You can be killed by the Army, the police, the landowner,
the paramilitary, the private security guard, the loggers, the
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drug trafficker, the gang member, the hired killer, or a fanati-
cal Christian religious group.

Twenty-six years after the peace accords were signed in
Guatemala, official records show that at least eight people
are violently killed every day. Widespread violence and sys-
temic inequalities cause the forced displacement of thousands
of people.

Criminalization as a Weapon of War

The Attorney General’s Office fabricates criminal cases
against groups of people for organizing and taking to the
streets to denounce the plundering of public resources. Pros-
ecutors, investigators, judges, and journalists who exposed
State involvement in producing violence are now imprisoned
or in exile.

We are exiled. We had to leave our communities, our peo-
ples, and our countries and seek refuge because we refused to
be imprisoned or killed. In exile, we face the racism and xeno-
phobia of those who see us as “invaders, illegals, criminals.”

Violence against Our Communities

The extractive legacy of colonial violence persists, renews it-
self, and continues to produce inequality, genocide, ecocide,
and forced displacement.

With the signing of the peace accords in 1996, the end of
the armed conflict gave way to economic neoliberalization,
which deepened the political, social, economic, and spiritual
crisis of Indigenous peoples. Through the State, the oligarchy
formed alliances with global investors to consolidate an eco-
nomic model based on the exploitation of minerals, oil, and
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biofuels, and on the construction of hydroelectric projects: a
long tradition of accumulation and dispossession that disre-
gards local societies.

Displacement and Diaspora

Nationalisms, borders, and racism cause death, sever our
bonds, and homogenize our region. When we are called “Cen-
tral American,” the enormous diversity within our territories
1s forgotten.

There are more than four thousand languages called In-
digenous in the world and barely two hundred nation-states.
Central America has 61 million people, seven countries, 45
languages belonging to Indigenous nations, and seven million
speakers. Indigenous Central Americans living in the diaspo-
ra are still not adequately counted.

Homogenizing the great variety of peoples and ways of
living in the world limits our imagination and our ability to

organize life beyond the Western notion of democracy.

3. We Affirm Our Principles

Indigenous feminisms are not derivatives or “culturally adapt-
ed” versions of Western feminism. They are epistemologies
in their own right, systems of thought and action born from
worldviews in which land is not a resource but a relative; the
collective is not a strategy but a way of life; and time is cyclical,
not linear.

When we speak of Indigenous feminisms, we affirm:
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1. Body-territory-spirit as an indivisible unity. We cannot
speak of women’s rights without speaking of territorial
rights. We cannot heal our bodies without healing the land.
We cannot heal the spirit without defending the water.

Violence against Indigenous women and
violence against the territory are the
same violence.

. Collective autonomy and self-determination. The right to
decide over our bodies is inseparable from the right to de-
cide over our territories. Two hundred years after the birth
of the Republic of Guatemala, we continue to struggle so
that no public policy, concession, or law is implemented in
our territories without the consent of the communities.

. Our own systems of justice and governance. The official ju-
dicial system imposes deception, delegitimizes justice, and
criminalizes political action. Meanwhile, the 48 Cantons
of Totonicapan maintain their community system of gov-
ernment and of water and land management. This people*
rose up two hundred years ago to defend its territory and
today keep its Communal Forest standing.

. Depatriarchalizing from within. As we address organiza-
tion, food, water, language, clothing, and spirituality; as

* Translator’s note: refers to the Indigenous Maya K’iche’ communities of

the 48 Cantons of Totonicapan, a historic system of communal self-govern-
ment in Guatemala. The expression emphasizes a collective political subject
united through shared territory, community governance, and the defense of
land, water, and natural resources, rather than a population defined solely
by administrative or national boundaries.

112

MANIFESTO FROM THE BODY-TERRORITORY

we assume communal responsibilities, we ask: how can we
transform patriarchal relations in our lives, communities,
and movements until that transformation becomes com-
mon sense? How can we keep our grandmothers’ science
alive while rocking hard or perreando hasta el suelo®?

We Reject Colonial Sisterhood

We reject a “sisterhood” that silences abuse among women in
the name of a feminist ideal. We reject the feminism that asks
us to represent a certain kind of “Indigenous woman” in order
to be considered legitimate.

We reject being your cover photo, your SDG 5,
your exotic example of “intersectionality.”

We prefer to be comadres®: chosen kinship, a political friend-
ship born from accompanying one another in struggle rather
than from an obligation imposed by shared identities.

® Translator’s note: a colloquial expression associated with reggaetén and
other Latin American urban dance cultures, referring to a style of dance
involving low, rhythmic movements close to the ground. Beyond its liter-
al meaning, the phrase evokes joy, bodily autonomy, and collective cele-
bration. In this context, it highlights the possibility of honoring ancestral
knowledge and community traditions while also embracing contemporary
forms of cultural expression, pleasure, and feminist self-determination.

Translator’s note: Comadres is retained in Spanish because no single En-
glish term captures its meaning here. Traditionally referring to women
connected through kinship or godparenthood, in this context it expresses
a chosen political and affective bond built through mutual care, trust, and
accompaniment in struggle, rather than assumed solidarity based solely on
a shared identity.
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4. We Defend Living Solutions

We do not merely resist what threatens life. We sustain ways of
life that already work. Another world already exists: it is present

in the practices we have inherited, transformed, and defended.

Milpamerica: Ancestral Technology, Radical Future

The Mesoamerican region has seen the flourishing of peoples
who understood zero long before the West; who created ex-
traordinarily accurate calendars by observing natural cycles;
and who developed processes of interdependence and genetic
selection that gave rise to the milpa system’.

Seventy-five percent of the food consumed daily around
the world comes from the milpa system. We are part of the
peoples who safeguard 80% of the planet’s remaining biodi-
versity. We are living solutions to the climate crisis.

The milpa is our metaphor and our reality: an ecosystem of
interconnected knowledge and practices that sustain the cycle
of life. Maize, beans, squash, and sister plants, sown not only
to feed bodies, but also to harvest stories, nourish spirits, and
honor the sacred within every seed.

Community Management: Autonomies That Work

The Communal Forest of Totonicapan represents the possi-
bility of common and collective spaces that are neither private
nor public. Amid a climate catastrophe, this is no small matter.

7 'Translator’s Note: Milpa system s left untranslated because it refers to a historically
recognized agricultural innovation developed in Mesoamerica. The expression
denotes a sophisticated system of interdependence among crops, environmental
management, and genetic selection, rather than simply a farming technique.
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Shallow groundwater takes between one hundred and two
hundred years to reach us after the rain falls, before we can
drink it. This means that our ancestors, in addition to sowing
rebellion and organizing, also sowed the water we drink today.

Our hope lies in planning the regeneration of forests that,
two hundred years from now, will provide water for those

not yet born.

Indigenous Government and Grassroots Democracy
Between October 2023 and January 2024, for 105 days, the
Indigenous government of the 48 Cantons of Totonicapan, to-
gether with the Xinka Parliament and the Indigenous Munic-
ipality of Solola, led a national strike to secure a transition of
government and prevent a coup d’état.

We have insisted on coexisting with electoral democra-
cy despite centuries of exclusion, because we want models in
which our self-determination is respected.

We do not want democracy without decoloniza-
tion. We do not want inclusion without structur-
al transformation.

Networks of Narrative Resistance
In 2021, a group of compaiieras® from different Indigenous peo-

ples organized ourselves into a network of narrative resistance

8 Translator’s note: Compaiieras is retained in Spanish because no single English
term fully conveys its meaning here. In this context, it refers to women con-
nected through shared struggle, mutual commitment, and collective political
work. It expresses solidarity and closeness without the familial implications
of “sisters” or the more ideologically specific connotations of “comrades.”
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to weave together our struggles for water, land, and climate
justice in Mexico and Central America. We named it Indige-
nous Futures.

These networks practice Cultural Hacking: a methodol-
ogy of narrative action that transforms hegemonic narrative
monocultures through our own voices and knowledge. We un-
derstand narratives as living structures that influence how we
understand and relate to the world.

Transforming narratives is not merely changing discourse.
It means changing the cultural structures, metaphors, logics,
ideologies, and values that sustain inequality.

5. We Commit and We Demand

Placing life at the center amid this polycrisis means healing our
bodies, territories, and spirits. Faced with the total violence of
colonialism, patriarchy, and capitalism against our lives, we
choose to heal today and always. Because although pain some-
times drives struggle, when we heal, we do justice to ourselves.

Our Commitments

We commit to collective care as a political strategy:

+ Create psychosocial support networks among
women defenders.

+ Ritualize mourning and celebrate victories.
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« Recognize that resting is resisting.

« Share security strategies without falling into
paralyzing paranoia.

We commit to documenting in order to defend:

« Record violations from within our own memory,
not only through the Western legal framework.

« Use appropriate technologies: a mobile-phone video
or arecorded oral testimony also protects memory.

« Create community archives that remain in the territory.

« Share stories that show resistance,
not only victimization.

We commit to strengthening community structures:
« Recover practices of community justice.

+ Take onresponsibilities in our own systems
of government.

- Pass knowledge on to new generations without
romanticizing it.

+ Create spaces where younger women can rock hard
while also learning their grandmothers’ science.
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Our Demands

To human rights organizations, social movements,
and those who fund our struggles:

« Do not “give us a voice.” Amplify the one we
already have.

« Do not “empower” us. Recognize the power we
already exercise.

« Do not “train” us. Learn from us.

« Do not “save” us. Accompany us in the struggles
we are already waging.

« Fund organizations led by Indigenous women directly.

« Respectour timelines, not only the timelines of your
project cycles.

« Pay for our knowledge, not only for our “activities.”

« Do not make support conditional on our speaking the

language of the SDGs or mainstream gender discourse.

« Share therisk, not only the photograph.

- Useyour privilege to open spaces and then step aside.

« If you speak of co-governance, genuinely share power:
do not consult us after you have already decided.
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To academia and research centers:

« Recognize that Maya calendars are science, not merely
“worldview”; that the milpa is advanced agricultural
technology, not merely “traditional agriculture”; and
that our systems of government are democracy, not
merely “customs and traditions.”

« Do notextract knowledge as you extract minerals.

« Co-design research with communities from the outset.

« Returnthe results in accessible formats and in
our languages.

« Recognize collective authorship, not only individual
authorship.

+ Include Indigenous women thinkers in bibliographies:
we are theory, not merely “case studies.”

« Question what is considered “academic rigor” and
who defines it.

« Create spaces where Indigenous students do not
have to constantly translate themselves into
Western language.

To the media:

« Do not photograph us only in traditional dress.
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Do not quote us only when discussing “cultural
issues” we also speak about economics, technology,
and international politics.

Do not romanticize the poverty or structural inequality
we experience; do not exoticize our difference.

Understand that publishing names can put lives at risk.

Do not disclose the location of threatened women
defenders.

Consult communities before publishing sensitive
information.

Focus on structures of power, not only on “conflicts.”

Name extractivism, patriarchy, and colonialism.

Show resistance and proposals, not only victimization.

To States and decision-makers:

Comply with the right to free, prior, and informed
consultation. ILO Convention 169 is not a suggestion.
No government or its ideas of progress and
development should override the lives of people and
their territories.

Consult before deciding, not afterward to
legitimize a decision.
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Consult in our languages and respect our timelines.

Accept that consultation may end in a NO,
and respect that NO.

Drop the charges against women human
rights defenders.

Investigate and punish those who criminalize us.
Protect threatened women defenders with real
measures, not merely “precautionary
measures” on paper.

Fund community management of forests and water.

Support peasant and Indigenous agriculture,
not monocultures.

Recognize our own health systems.

Invest in genuinely intercultural education.

6. We Refuse to Disappear

Hope Is Not Optimism
Hope is sown. It is not passively waiting for things to improve. It
means assuming individual responsibilities, strengthening com-
munity organization, and undertaking collective action globally.
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No person and no people can do everything
alone. Competing among ourselves only feeds
the colonial and extractive machinery.

We Make a Milpa of Our Futures

We need to make our futures into a milpa of knowledge, fla-
vors, organization, healing, collective care, celebration, and
mutual support.

Let us continue weaving collective history; sharing dia-
logues, alliances, and direct action to reclaim the land; sowing
transterritorial narratives that expand the boundaries of what
is possible, cut through barbed wire, and free Mother Earth so
that we may free ourselves with her.

We Imagine in Order to Transform

*  What would happen if, in the Mesoamerican region—Mil-
pamerica, as we named it in our narrative action—our
peoples strengthened our health, education, justice, and
political organization systems?

*  What would happen if we recovered our autonomy and the
land stolen from us?

*  What would the future look like if we finally stopped ecoci-
de, genocide, and the war against peoples?

There is so much to learn if we turn our gaze towards peoples
who, even amid complexity, conflict, and contradiction, retain
the ability to continue thinking of themselves as a community.

We are not building utopias. We are defending realities that
already exist:
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* Communal forests that have remained standing for centuries.
* Collectively managed water systems.

* Justice administered without prisons.

* Knowledge transmitted without schools.

+ Art that transforms without museums.

* Resistance that does not need political parties.

ANOTHER WORLD ALREADY EXISTS.
WE ARE DEFENDING IT.

Our Proclamation

Refusing to accept the colonial gaze that romanticizes, exot-
icizes, and creates purist standards by which to measure our
lives is one of the ways we resist.

When we are called upon to continue sowing the world in
which we want to live in the future, we respond that this world
already exists in our everyday practices of territorial defense,
in our own systems of government, in our ceremonies, in our
milpas, in our assemblies, and in our networks of mutual care.

We are not asking for permission to exist. We are not ask-
ing to be included in your systems. We are defending our own
systems. We are sowing ancestral futures. We are healing the
earth in order to heal our bodies.

We know what scientific studies are only beginning to rec-
ognize: Indigenous peoples, representing less than 5% of the
world’s population, protect 80% of the planet’s biodiversity;
our agroecological practices can feed the world; our systems
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of government have lessons for democracy; and our relation-
ship with the land can contribute decisively to stopping cli-

mate collapse.

AND WE ARE NOT GOING TO STOP.

GLOSSARY

— Ajq’yjab’ Maya spiritual guides.

— Cantons: Administrative and political divisions of the K’iche’
people of Totonicapan.

— Cultural Hacking: A narrative-action methodology for trans-
forming hegemonic narratives.

— Milpa: A Mesoamerican agricultural system based on maize,
beans, squash, and other companion plants.

— Milpamerica: A term that reclaims the Mesoamerican region
through its own ways of thinking.

— Narrative monoculture: A hegemonic narrative that repro-

duces inequalities.
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ABORTION IN CUBA

The last thing I remember before falling asleep is the image of
the doctor sitting there, waiting for the anesthesia to take effect. I
remember it as if in a dream: a man with a look of contempt on his
face. He was not sitting attentively, nor waiting for the anesthesiol-
ogist or the nurse to finish their part of the procedure. He sat there
in irritation, both hands resting on the arms of the chair, wearing
gloves that I do not know whether they had already been used,
whether they were meant to protect him or to protect both of us.
I closed my eyes with a sense of unease; I remember nothing else.
This could be the beginning of the story of any woman who
has had an abortion in Cuba. My aunt exercised her right seven-
teen times; I accompanied her on almost every occasion. It never
occurred to me to ask what happened behind the green curtains
that separated the waiting room of Hijas de Galicia, a maternity
hospital in Havana, from the abortion ward. I always saw her
come out with her tongue thick and clumsy, walking like a drunk
woman under the effects of anesthesia. I never wondered why
she could not remain longer on a hospital bed while recovering.

Twenty years later, it was my turn to discover the answer.

The Right to Access Abortion

Abortion in Cuba has been a common practice since the 1960s,
although it remained unregulated until 2022, when the Draft
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Public Health Law was made public. At the very least, the
draft was expected to include several articles that, from a gen-
der perspective, would comprehensively regulate all matters
related to abortion, or to the “termination of pregnancy,” as
it apparently sounds more palatable. The draft was approved
in January 2023; however, it has not been published through
official channels and, three years later, remains a dead letter.

In the 1960s, when much of the world believed that abor-
tion was a right in Cuba, women were still being punished for
acknowledging that they had chosen to terminate a pregnan-
cy. In 1969, Emérida Guerra Perdomo was sentenced to one
year in prison and Maria Alonso Almeida to three months’
detention, both convicted of the crime of abortion. In June
1970, the convictions were overturned on the grounds that
it was unconstitutional to rely solely on the defendants’ own
statements in the absence of forensic evidence and expert wit-
nesses capable of substantiating the “alleged abortion” (Gace-
ta Oficial, 1970, p. 10).

The overturning of the convictions made no reference to
the alleged legality of terminating a pregnancy. In other words,
had forensic evidence and expert witnesses been available to
testify before the court, both Emérida Guerra Perdomo and
Maria Alonso Almeida would have served their sentences for
the offense, just as prescribed in the 1939 Social Defense Code,
where abortion was classified among the criminal offenses

(Article 441-A, p. 361).

This demonstrates that a right that lacks a legal
framework is merely an arbitrary permission.
Yet the gap between what was expected in terms

ABORTION IN CUBA

of reproductive rights and what actually
emerged in the 2022 Draft Public Health

Law was enormous.

In Article 16.1, Section Two, Chapter III on the Rights and
Duties of Users, the issue receives a single line in subsection
(h): “[...] access methods of contraception and voluntary ter-
mination of pregnancy, subject to the exceptions that may
be established” (Gaceta Oficial, 2022, p. 8). Yet those excep-
tions are never clarified, not even when Article 139, in Sec-
tion Three of Chapter II of the title devoted to the activities
of the system, is also dedicated to the voluntary termination
of pregnancy:

Women, in the exercise of their sexual and reproductive
rights, have the right to decide on the voluntary termination
of pregnancy through a preventive and therapeutic medical
procedure, performed in institutions certified to provide such
care and by qualified personnel, in accordance with the tech-
nical, ethical, and legal regulations approved by the Ministry
of Public Health (Gaceta Oficial, 2022, p. 42).

The text does not elaborate on the practice itself, nor on the
exercise of the right and the ways in which it may be violated.
It makes no mention of where individuals should turn in cas-
es of medical malpractice, nor of the need to raise awareness
among or provide specialized training for medical personnel.
Nor does it address deteriorating infrastructure or the priori-
tization of medical supplies and equipment. There is no clear
healthcare protocol, although vaginal swabs and blood tests
are usually prescribed to assess hemoglobin levels, blood type,

Rh factor, and coagulation status.
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A government public health policy alone is not enough to
declare that a right exists and is guaranteed.

The violence that often accompanies the deci-
sion to voluntarily terminate a pregnancy has no
legal framework.

What the Criminal Code does address (Gaceta Oficial, 2022,
p. 2624) are offenses related to illegal abortions, through a pu-
nitive approach that favors imprisonment over prevention and
does not guarantee the right itself, but rather functions as a co-
ercive mechanism against those who bypass official channels.
Articles 355 through 359 establish penalties of deprivation of
liberty for procedures carried out for profit, outside designated
institutions, or by unqualified personnel, as well as for anyone
who induces an abortion or provides abortifacient substances.
Sentences range from six months to ten years in prison, de-
pending on the severity of the offense.

The three legal avenues for obtaining an abortion are men-
strual regulation (up to a maximum of 45 days after a missed
period), surgical abortion, and medication abortion using
misoprostol. The authorized institutions are maternity hospi-
tals, general hospitals with obstetrics and gynecology services,
and polyclinics for early pregnancy terminations. The only
personnel authorized to perform these procedures are physi-
cians and nurses working in the field of obstetrics and gynecol-
ogy. Gone are the days of midwives and ancestral knowledge,
criminalized and discarded as sources of support in the pro-
cesses of both desired and undesired motherhood.
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The most recent statistics published on access to abortion
are from 2020 and 2021. It is estimated that 61,886 induced
abortions were performed in Cuba in 2020 (36.7 percent per
pregnant woman), with one in four women who chose to ter-
minate a pregnancy being under the age of twenty (Aldana,
2023). In 2021, the number declined to 51,488 (Ministry of
Public Health, 2022), a trend consistent with the levels of so-
cial precarity prevailing during those years. If deaths or other
adverse consequences result from these figures, they are not
made public. As if having the right were sufficient, the lack of
transparency normalizes violence.

How Can This Right Be Accessed?

When my aunt went to Hijas de Galicia Hospital in the 1990s,
there was no cost involved other than the risk of entering an op-
erating room again and again. Healthcare professionals who
accepted bribes were viewed very negatively, despite the pre-
carious conditions that prevailed in Cuba during those years.

‘Twenty years later, I was only able to
terminate my pregnancy because I had a
personal connection who got me into a general
hospital. Even then, that did not spare me from
having to bring the ‘gift’ that every Cuban is
expected to take to a specialist’s appointment

if they want to receive care.
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The ‘gift’ could take the form of a sum of money, discreetly
handed over, or of scarce commodities: coffee, expensive rum,
meat, seafood, fruit, or snacks.

Today, amid the collapse of Cuba’s healthcare system,
these “gifts” now come with fixed price tags. In 2024, journal-
ist Annery Rivera Velasco reported that, in Santiago de Cuba,
the cost could reach as much as 10,000 pesos, the equivalent
of 50 U.S. dollars at the time (Rivera, 2024). Although the
price remains roughly the same a year later, in Havana it var-
ies according to the circumstances. If you are in a hurry, ap-
proaching the legal time limit for terminating a pregnancy,
or facing any other situation that entails additional risks, the
amount can range from 15,000 to 20,000 pesos. Physicians
also charge for surgical supplies and for being among the first
patients to undergo the procedure. These arrangements are
not legal, yet they take place in plain sight and with the knowl-
edge of hospital administrators.

A woman may end up paying 100 U.S. dollars in a coun-
try where the average monthly salary is 20 dollars. This re-
ality determines who has access not only to abortion services
but also to contraceptive methods. Yet these payments do not
shield women from the violence shaped by racism and ageism
that is directed at those who choose to make decisions about
their own bodies.

I was thirty-two years old when I decided to have an abor-
tion. To my family doctor, I was an ‘older woman’ who should
have been more careful. The ultrasound technician, fully
aware of my decision, turned up the volume on the machine
so that I could hear the fetus’s heartbeat while saying “You
will never have this opportunity again”.
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Later, I discovered that “everything was sup-
posed to hurt me less” because Black women
were believed to be more resistant to pain
(Malfran, 2024), making me a victim of what
has been described as ‘obstetric racism’

(Davis, 2022).

Because the limits are not defined by law, patients often en-
counter pamphlets, distributed by nurses or physicians, that
seek to persuade those who come to what is supposedly a
space free from moralizing or anti-abortion messages. In
Cuba, unlike in other countries, these actions are not solely
the result of religiously based campaigns. Although anti-abor-
tion groups do operate on the island, Rivera Velasco (2023)
identifies these practices as a form of “political manipulation
that seeks to raise birth rates at the cost of exerting violence
on pregnant bodies”.

Sometimes, this political manipulation becomes outright
prohibition. Lucia (a pseudonym) reported in the magazine
Alma Mater that, despite being over twenty-four years old,
she was denied access to an abortion as part of a government
effort to increase birth rates in Santiago de Cuba (Cabrera &
Ortiz, 2023). She recounts: “When I insisted [...] they asked
me for five authorizations: one from a psychologist, one from
my family doctor, one from an internist, including a summary
of my health status, one from a social worker, and one from a
gynecologist. Once I had all the documents, I was required to
take them to the Municipal Director of Health, who would de-
cide whether to sign the authorization allowing the procedure
to go forward” (Cabrera & Ortiz, 2023).
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It is suspicious that certain anti-abortion organizations are
gaining ground in a secular state where virtually everything
operates under government control. In the absence of trans-
parency regarding public policies, all that remains is to de-
nounce the various forms of violence that converge around the
right to terminate a pregnancy in Cuba.

Heartbeat International', which presents itself online using
misleading language as a feminist resource, functions as an um-
brella organization for groups opposed to reproductive rights.
With a presence in more than sixty countries and direct ties to
politicians from the U.S. Republican Party (Cota & Corpi, 2021),
it has established more than ten footholds across the island.

Cuba appears in this organization’s directory as though
women’s bodily autonomy were beginning to erode. The lo-
cation of these enclaves coincides with the country’s most im-
poverished areas, whose populations are predominantly Black.
Once again, the bodies at risk are the same ones that have been
subjected to processes of enslavement time and time again.

In Santiago de Cuba, there are five such offices, all affiliat-
ed with churches or religious centers located in neighborhoods
along the city’s eastern and western coasts, areas where Black
communities have historically been relegated and where ac-
cess to basic services remains a challenge. The locations listed
in Havana follow the same strategic logic: Guanabacoa and
Marianao, two of the areas most impoverished by govern-

ment neglect.

' Global Directory of Pregnancy Help. https://www.heartbeatinternational.
org/index.php?option=com_civicrm&task=civicrm/profile&reset=
1&force=1&gid=11&country-9=1056

ABORTION IN CUBA

Faced with a system that approves but does

not legislate; faced with a healthcare system
marked by crumbling infrastructure; and faced
with personnel who seem trained to revictimize
others as a response to their own hardships, it
1s hardly surprising that coercion becomes an
instrument of abuse used to persuade women
or undermine their autonomy over their

own bodies.

Under this cloak of impunity, cases emerge of opposition ac-
tivists who have been forced to undergo abortions or for whom
pregnancy itself has been used as a repressive tool. In 2017,
Melkis Faure Hechavarria was administered pills without her
consent and ultimately miscarried at three and a half months
of pregnancy (Race and Equality, 2021). Political prisoner Lis-
dany Rodriguez was pressured by State Security agents and
prison authorities to undergo a forced abortion (Keeley, 2024).

A Hell Called Abortion

The day finally arrived. I had to wait until the eleventh week
before I could take the misoprostol at specific times through-
out the day. That night, the process began, ending in the cu-
rettage room. But when told this way, in just three lines, it
sounds as though it happened without suffering.

The following day, I went to the hospital, but the doctor to
whom I had given the “gift,” and who was supposedly respon-
sible for my case, had not come to work. The nurse who had
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assisted him every time I attended a consultation did not rec-
ognize me and refused to let me be seen. She wanted her own
“gift” as well. While my mother, the only person accompany-
ing me, pleaded with her to help me, I ultimately managed,
through unofficial means, to get a gynecological ultrasound to
confirm that not only did I still have retained tissue, but that I
had not expelled the fetus. In the ultrasound room, there were
at least six other people: four medical students, the ultrasound
technician, and the contact who had arranged the scan for me.

For me, it became a race for my life because of the risk of
infection. The nurse still would not tell me whether I would
be treated, yet my story, without any intention of normalizing
the violence I endured, pales in comparison to the pattern re-
vealed by the testimonies of other women.

My story, too, is an example of the pattern of psycholog-
ical mistreatment, revictimizing advice, and lack of privacy
that surrounds each of the medical procedures women are re-
quired to undergo, as though our bodies did not deserve even
the most basic measure of dignity and privacy.

Other women experienced staff shortages, which delayed
their medical procedures for weeks; the bureaucracy inter-
twined with corruption; the payments they were forced to make,
despite the fact that healthcare is supposedly free; and the mor-
alizing and religious lectures imposed upon them. Some report
that they were not given anesthesia during the procedure, leav-
ing them to endure what amounted to genuine torture. Others
recount being struck by doctors to force them to withstand the
pain without moving or to make them spread their legs.

The worst could always happen when we were under an-

esthesia and wheeled out of the procedure room unconscious.

ABORTION IN CUBA

More often than not, we would wake up on beds that had not
been cleaned, stained with the blood of other women who had
passed through before us, with sheets as dirty and worn as
the walls of the rooms where the curettage procedures were
performed. Recovery had to take place elsewhere because
the staff always seemed to have something more important
to do. That is why my aunt would come out with her tongue
thick and clumsy, stumbling under the effects of anesthesia.
At times, leaving the curettage ward meant passing through
the hallways of the maternity wards, where other women had
decided to carry their pregnancies to term.

With any luck, you will never have to return. But if you do,
it means that something has gone wrong. Although the most
common complication is retained products of conception, cer-
vical injuries, hemorrhages, and endometrial infections are
also widespread. Yet there is no known case of a medical mal-
practice offender having been held accountable before the law.
Many of these complaints have ended up on social media or
in the independent press, without any consequences for those
responsible.

The Ministry of Public Health tends to shield its personnel
through the use of a consent form that, according to the wom-
en interviewed, none of them actually read. It is a document
placed before them for signature just minutes before entering
the procedure room, under considerable psychological pres-
sure. Yet another form of violence.

The Cuban reality surrounding women’s right to decide
over their own bodies and to access abortion contradicts the
narrative that, for years, has been used to glorify Cuba’s medi-
cal achievements and the status of women in the country.
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The bodily autonomy of Cuban women is left adrift amid
legislation that focuses on authorizing or punishing; amid the
indefinite postponement of the Comprehensive Sexuality Ed-
ucation Program (Diario de Cuba, 2021); amid the inability
to access contraceptive methods, the corruption of the health-
care system, precarity, the evangelization of Cuban society,
government neglect, violence, and the fear that one day we
may wake up to find that the right to abortion has been swept
away with the stroke of a pen.
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THE REVOLUTION OF BEING AND EXISTING

Recognizing Myself to Exist

My journey began when I recognized myself as a trans wom-
an and came to understand that this experience was shaped
by gender, patriarchy, and the forms of violence that are also
reproduced within sexually diverse communities. Being trans,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, or simply existing outside the gender
binary in a country like Honduras is a daily struggle for sur-
vival. We face situations that place us at risk amid the indif-
ference of a society marked by moral prejudices rooted in cul-
tural, religious, and family traditions. From that foundation,
violence, hatred, and discrimination become normalized as
everyday practices.

Honduras is a country with a long history of violence,
deeply shaped by machismo and the enormous influence of
religious discourse. It often seems that there is always a mor-
al authority ready to judge, exclude, and point fingers. When
sexual diversity enters the conversation, the outrage multiplies:
fear, anger, and prayers that God will not punish us as He did
Sodom and Gomorrah.

Now, who am I to criticize my own flesh and blood, my own
people? Perhaps someone would say that I am “too sensitive,”
that I complain out of whim, that I demand privileges. But
I am nothing more than a person who began her transition

at seventeen and chose to give up the real great “privilege”

145



COLECTIVA

of being a man: becoming a father, getting married, build-
ing an “acceptable” family, contributing to society, and fitting
into a structure where heterosexuality is the norm and where
a family is considered successful when its lineage includes no
LGBTIQ+ people.

I gave up being the “handsome boy,” the source of family
pride, the ease of finding work, of defending myself without
being questioned, of starting a family, and of reproducing ma-
chismo as destiny. That was the privilege, and I left it behind
in order to be who I am.

Nothing about that made me happy. As happens to many
trans people, something did not fit within the image that so-
ciety celebrated. My transition began there, and with it came
the real loss of privilege, no matter how much others insist
otherwise. I'lost things as simple as being able to change a tire
without being questioned, because there is no “feminine” way
to survive violence.

After going through that process, I came to understand
everything I had rejected, everything I had sacrificed in my
search to feel at peace with myself, to find peace with my body.
It is a peace that I only began to feel a few years ago, when I
looked at myself in the mirror.

Each transition is different. Although we may share dys-
phoria, euphoria, hormones, and quests for self-discovery, ev-
ery journey is unique. First, we confront what lies within our-
selves; then, our families, churches, and neighborhoods; and
finally, the judgment of a society that does not know us, yet
always has an opinion.

Sometimes we find support, peers, and sisterhood, although

these often remain confined to words alone. After fighting,
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crying, and enduring, many trans people come to feel that
ceasing to exist would be easier than continuing to unsettle a
society that does not know us and before which it often seems
that our only duty is to comply and pay taxes.

Building this body, hormonizing it, modifying it,
operating on it, i1s an attempt to make it a place I
can live in, worthy of a mind that never fit in.

It is exhausting to live in a body that must hurt in order to be.

The trans experience in Honduras is a story of survival.
There are no laws that protect us, nor an education system
that understands us. Being trans means fighting every day
against fear, rigid gender roles, and hatred toward those who
are different.

Added to this are the violence within our own communi-
ty, the demands to be considered “valid,” depression, anxiety,
and the need to survive without a legal name that represents
us before the State.

We are also turned into objects of media sensationalism
and exposed to violence, the unsupervised use of hormones,
and dangerous forms of work as our only means of survival.
And if we manage to leave the country, we do so in search of a
more dignified life, with legal recognition of our identity and
the possibility of peace.

While we wait, we remain here. Because being trans, or
simply being an LGBTIQ+ person in Honduras, continues to

be an act of resistance.
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The State That Denies Our Lives

The denial of our identity is not merely a symbolic act: it sus-
tains the precariousness of our lives and shapes our access to
education, employment, healthcare, and justice.

From various sectors of society, we constantly hear that,
as LGBTIQ+ people, we are seeking to satisfy our whims,
demanding “additional” privileges, and benefiting from a
supposed special protection from national and international
institutions. The idea is repeatedly promoted that we possess
a shield that places us above everyone else, that we are indif-
ferent to the country’s “real” problems, family, children, the
economy, politics, healthcare, employment, and education,
and that all we care about is our own individual well-being.

We have grown tired of explaining that we have no priv-
ileges and that we are citizens just like anyone else. We seek
recognition of the same rights already afforded to the hetero-
sexual and cisgender population. We do not want to confront
any institution or indoctrinate anyone; all we ask for is equal-
ity and dignity.

But for years, the media and the Church have distorted the
information that reaches the public. We have seen a Minister
of Education tear up a gender guide during a live television
broadcast and claim that it promotes “gender ideology.” We
have also witnessed the unfounded panic surrounding the
Comprehensive Education Law for the Prevention of Adoles-
cent Pregnancy. Added to this are organized groups such as
“Por Nuestros Hijos,” which repeat fear-based narratives about
hidden agendas and indoctrination, while some members of

Congress invent stories about protocols that “allow children
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to change their sex.” The media report on these statements
without giving our spokespeople the opportunity to respond
with accurate information.

The Right to Our Name

Our beloved State does not recognize, and systematically de-
nies, our right to gender identity and other fundamental rights:
a gender identity law, civil unions between same-sex couples,
the right to adoption, and the implementation of anti-discrim-
ination protocols in healthcare, employment, education, and
access to justice.

There is a historic judgment from the Inter-American Court
of Human Rights against our country, and another one is on
the way, that of Leonela Zelaya, which could impose addition-
al obligations. Yet the State has failed to comply even with
the measures ordered more than three years ago in the Vicky
Hernandez case judgment (Hernandez, 2025), which establish-
es reparations and guarantees of non-repetition. Among our
most urgent demands, the right to change our names remains
stalled within the National Registry of Persons (RNP), despite
ongoing pressure from LGBTIQ+ organizations. At the same
time, various international bodies have repeatedly called for
the implementation of a differentiated investigative protocol.

There are very few allied media outlets that attempt to
communicate truthfully. When we seek dialogue with State
institutions, we almost always encounter empty promises. The
National Registry of Persons (RNP) is a clear example: for
years, it has postponed the approval of the name-change pro-
tocol for trans people, offering excuses and shifting responsi-
bility to the Office of the Attorney General of the Republic.
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The State and society oppose even the recognition of a sim-
ple name change as a first step toward the legal recognition of
trans people. They deny us the right to exist with an identity
document that includes not only our photograph, but also the
name that corresponds to our gender identity. And on top of
that, we are accused of promoting so-called “gender ideolo-
gy,” indoctrination, or some conspiracy related to the 2030
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals.

It May Seem Insignificant, but a Name
Changes Lives.

When I present my identity document, [ am treated according
to the legal name that appears on it, even when my gender
identity and expression are recognized, even when people see
me as the woman I am. That name creates conflict and, out
of ignorance or morbid curiosity, incorrect pronouns are used,
resulting in mockery and discrimination. These are spac-
es that we often have to leave in order to protect our mental
health. Because it hurts. It hurts deeply that a national docu-
ment continues to deny our existence.

And it hurts even more because, although we are allowed
to update our photograph to reflect our gender expression, we
are still denied the right to change our names. That NO can-
not be explained solely by social fear, but also by the lack of
accountability of the institutions responsible for safeguarding
our rights in the face of a hypocritical society: a society that
consumes us as sexual objects, that seeks us out to resolve its
doubts about its own orientation, to experiment with us, yet

publicly rejects us.

THE REVOLUTION OF BEING AND EXISTING

Although empathetic individuals do exist, this legal lim-
itation is destroying us. It is pushing many of our sisters and
brothers to leave the country. It is robbing us of the hope of
seeing our chosen names become legal names, of obtaining
that official recognition in our own country, just as has al-
ready happened in other countries across the region, includ-
ing Guatemala, El Salvador, Panama, and Costa Rica.

We Are Not Asking for Privileges. We Are
Asking for Recognition. We Are Asking for a
Basic Right That Is Part of Our

Dignity: OUR NAME.

The Triangle of Exclusion

Socioeconomic exclusion functions as a triangle that narrows
our possibilities in life: it begins in education, through bully-
ing, transphobia, and school dropout; it deepens through ac-
cess to employment and extends into healthcare services.

To no one’s surprise, trans women are the focal point of
discrimination. We are the ones who draw the most attention
from a cowardly, hypocritical society steeped in double stan-
dards, a society that rejects us, despises us, and excludes us
in public, yet seeks us out in private and under the cover of
night with desire, intensity, and a curiosity to experiment and
discover itself. They use our bodies for their gratification, not
only physically, but mentally as well.

Sex work, or puteria as we affectionately call it here, out
of earshot of radical feminists, ends up becoming an almost
unavoidable condition for trans people in this country. How
are we supposed to build identities, dreams, and life projects
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if we do not have access to formal employment that allows
us to support our families, pay for hormone treatments, often
self~administered, or afford the body modifications that soci-
ety calls “mutilations,” but that ultimately allow us to fit the
beauty standards that our culture demands in order to grant
us a minimum level of acceptance? If we do not meet the char-
acteristics that allow us to “pass,” we are judged not only by
society at large, but also by our own community.

There, money becomes indispensable, and it often comes
from exposing our lives to dangerous environments marked
by death and organized crime. Spaces where trans women
lose their lives, where our existence seems to be worth noth-
ing, yet from which the livelihoods of entire households are
sustained. That is what there is. That is what exists. And we
learn to survive.

Some choose, not always of their own free will, to migrate
in search of better opportunities in places where they are rec-
ognized. They may not be fully respected, but they can live
with greater dignity, grow personally and professionally, gain
access to stable employment, hormone treatments supervised
by medical professionals, surgeries, housing, and even stable
relationships. Many of the girls who were unable to achieve
anything here now have homes, vehicles, and stability there.
They have the life they dreamed of and that they simply could
not build here because the conditions do not exist.

It is difficult to find safe, comfortable, and healthy spaces
in which to grow and thrive. This is true for lesbian women,
for gay men, and, of course, for us, trans people. However,
lesbian and gay communities sometimes have a slight advan-

tage: their appearance does not always automatically expose
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them to exclusion, especially when their gender expression is
not immediately visible.

Society is not prepared to respect marginalized groups. In
healthcare centers, our identity and gender expression are not
respected; we are subjected to mockery and discrimination.
Although empathetic individuals do exist, many act on the
basis of prejudices and stigmas reinforced by the media and by
the narratives that circulate about who we “are”.

From the moment they see us, they associate us with sex-
ually transmitted infections, which forces us to seek private
healthcare and pay for a minimum measure of dignity. Those
who cannot afford to do so must endure humiliation. Many
times, we are the ones who have to educate healthcare per-
sonnel, or even hide who we are, lie, and conceal ourselves in
order to receive humane treatment.

Even so, there has been progress. Since November 2024,
we have been allowed to donate blood (Orellana, 2024), after
decades of prohibition. There is also a growing conversation
about mental health for our community. However, the road
ahead remains long in healthcare, justice, employment, ed-
ucation, and political participation. This should not be our
struggle alone: it is the responsibility of the State. We have al-
ready done the work; now what remains is for these measures
to be implemented and for our rights to be respected.

Violence and Impunity

For years, I have read and heard that reports and statistics
place the life expectancy of trans people in our regions be-
tween 34 and 37 years of age (Sanchez-Garzoli, 2025). Some-
times, to break the ice when people are not paying attention
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to me, I jokingly say that I have only one year left to live be-
cause I am 36. I say it with a smile, but deep down it terrifies
me to think about dying before completing my journey, before
closing my own circle. I also think about all the trans people
who have dreams and aspirations and who may never get the
chance to enjoy a full life. Many of us begin living our identi-
ties later in life and try to make up for lost time in ways that
sometimes overwhelm us, especially within a violent and dan-
gerous context that constantly threatens our lives.

We must protect ourselves from everything: from attacks
motivated by prejudice, discrimination, and hatred; from a
society that neither knows nor understands us and fears us
without reason; from media narratives that criminalize our
existence; from religious doctrines that deny us; from the so-
cial hypocrisy that refuses to accept that we exist, that we walk
among everyone else, that we are courageous, that we break
norms, and that we have rights too.

Another serious problem is self-medication, a common
practice within our community. Using hormones and other
substances without medical supervision means placing our
lives in the hands of pharmaceutical companies that profit
from our needs. It is a ticking time bomb: if violence does not
kill us, hormones or improperly managed treatments do, as
do the products we use because of a lack of resources or dete-
riorating mental health, further aggravated by the absence of
professionals with the necessary training.

Everything would be different if the State assumed its re-
sponsibility, respected international agreements, and guaran-
teed access to dignified healthcare services that would allow
us to live.
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Death has become normalized in this country. Cases are
handled without empathy and turned into spectacle. Impunity
in the murders of people from sexually diverse communities
1s extremely high and reflects a widespread crisis. There is no
genuine political will, nor are there approaches that recognize
gender identity or sexual orientation in investigations.

Even so, we have engaged with institutions and worked
alongside them in responding to violence. Achieving real
change requires a profound restructuring, one that is difficult
to attain.

Judgments such as the one in the Vicky Hernandez case
have provided us with a key legal tool. International oversight
and the support of the international cooperation community
have strengthened advocacy efforts and protection mecha-
nisms. Although the road remains difficult, today we are no
longer completely abandoned.

Organizing to Resist

When we do not find appreciation, understanding, affection,
or sisterhood within the circles closest to us when we decide
to begin a transition or embrace our sexual orientation, we
seek refuge in sexual diversity organizations. For many years,
these organizations have worked to provide us with safe spac-
es where we can find human warmth, empathy, and support
grounded in experiences similar to our own. These emotional
and psychological refuges are not always perfect, and they too
can become fragmented, but knowing that we are not alone on

this complex journey gives us hope.
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Each organization has its own dynamics and ways of op-
erating, but many provide essential services: the prevention
and treatment of sexually transmitted infections, the promo-
tion of human rights, the training of security and justice sec-
tor personnel, and capacity-building for public officials and
decision-makers. They also offer support in filing complaints,
psychological and mental health assistance, case referrals,
economic empowerment, and access to justice. In emergency
situations, they become gathering points, disseminate infor-
mation, and provide protection to those who need to relocate.

The work they do is enormous and is often constrained by
the lack of financial resources essential to sustaining their op-
erations. Even so, volunteerism and a genuine desire to help
remain fundamental driving forces that keep this work alive.

Social media and digital platforms have also become spac-
es for criticism, satire, exposure, and visibility. In a context
like ours, where sensationalism sells and comedy at the ex-
pense of marginalized populations is commonplace, the un-
checked circulation of violent discourse places us in a situation
of considerable risk.

In those same spaces, I found an opportunity to challenge

those narratives.

Through humor and sarcasm, I have managed
to respond, raise awareness, and speak about our
reality without resorting to direct confrontation.

This has allowed me to expose the ignorance that underlies
many of these narratives, anticipate them, and craft responses
that do not fuel violence.

THE REVOLUTION OF BEING AND EXISTING

Exposing myself, using everyday language, and address-
ing sensitive topics through ordinary, relatable experiences al-
lowed me to connect with people and audiences I never imag-
ined would be interested in these discussions.

Through audiovisual production and art, it is possible to
communicate without confrontation, make our struggles visi-
ble, and break stereotypes. Art remains a key tool for bringing
these conversations beyond technical and academic spaces.

Although there are content creators from diverse commu-
nities, it 13 also necessary to call out those who spread misin-
formation and reinforce stereotypes. Not all LGBTQI+ peo-
ple have to be activists, but it 13 urgent that we find a balance
and take responsibility for ensuring that the content we pro-
duce does not create further vulnerability.

Incorporating these conversations into projects and narra-
tives with and from diverse communities is essential, especially in
a country where the rights we demand remain a historical debt.

To this collective refuge, another form of resistance was
added in my own experience. I owe art an escape and a way
of bringing order to chaos. It has been my language: writing,
designing, tattooing, producing, and creating in both digital
and traditional spaces. In social media, I found a space where
I could share my experience, connect with others, and support
those who feel outside the norm.

I started out on YouTube talking about my life, and I dis-
covered that many people identified with my stories, with the
sarcasm and satire through which I tell my experiences. I re-
ceived messages from people who, after a long time, found the
courage to take another step forward in their lives. That was
when I realized it was worth it.
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Since then, creating has been my way of reaching other
people, questioning established ideas, and rebuilding the way
we live. It has also generated tensions within my own commu-
nity, but I consider that necessary.

Diversity Is Not Consensus, and Talking,
Debating, and Rethinking Ourselves Is Also
Part of the Process.

Organizing has also meant building alliances and contesting
those feminist spaces where our presence as trans women is
still questioned. In Honduras, the feminist movement gained
significant momentum in recent years, especially with the sup-
port of the left-wing government of Xiomara Castro, which
shared several of its lines of action and policy priorities from a
feminist perspective. However, it is also necessary to acknowl-
edge the existence of an exclusionary feminism, particular-
ly toward trans people. In certain discourses and writings,
we are portrayed as “infiltrators” in feminist spaces: we are
not recognized as women and are reduced to a genital-based
reading, common in some gender-critical currents (Resisten-
cia Radical Ensenada, 2022). Referring to them by the name
they are commonly known by is to give them power, which is
why I always avoid using that famous term'.

Yet even so, I want to acknowledge all the comrades and

friends within the feminist movement and its organizations

! Trans-Exclusionary Radical Feminism. Commonly referred to by the acro-
nym TERF, derived from the English term Trans-Exclusionary Radical Femi-
nust. [Ed. note]
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who have included trans people in their actions, proposals,
and processes.

The gender perspective remains an area in which we must
continue working, especially because, in our country, we con-
sume and replicate imported discourses that promote exclu-
sion, originating in places such as Mexico, the United States,
and countries in South America. These discourses may be
presented in the language of sisterhood, yet in practice they
do not always translate into meaningful action. This also oc-
curs within our own trans communities, where understanding
and openness of both heart and mind are still needed in order
to deconstruct and rebuild narratives that commit us to the
defense of human rights beyond genitality and through the
intersectionalities that shape our lives.

The Insurgency of Dignity

The path has not been easy, but neither has it been in vain.
With every step forward, dignity becomes insurgent: it reveals
the strength of what we have built and reminds us of every-
thing we still have yet to conquer.

What Has Been Won and What Remains

Although it may sometimes seem that everything revolves
around sad, discouraging, or negative narratives that project
an uncertain future, it is important to recognize that, even
though they are still modest compared to those in other coun-
tries, significant steps have been taken in the struggle for the
recognition of our rights.
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Organizations have carried out historic and far-reaching
work, supported by alliances that have advanced draft pub-
lic policies, legislative initiatives, and proposals for criminal
law reform and the recognition of gender identity. Added to
these efforts is the development of municipal anti-discrimi-
nation policies aimed at preventing, combating, and elimi-
nating discrimination against historically marginalized pop-
ulations in Honduras, children, youth, women, LGBTIQ+
people, Afro-Honduran and Indigenous people, persons
with disabilities, older adults, migrants, returnees, displaced
persons, and people deprived of liberty, through actions that
contribute to the exercise of their human rights and their full
development within society. Proposals for economic inclu-
sion directed at both the private and public sectors have also
been developed.

Municipal governments represent another challenge.
Reaching them has required tremendous effort, yet one of
them, the Municipality of Cortés, succeeded in becoming the
first in the northern region to approve an anti-discrimination
protocol. Despite the widespread lack of political will, we have
found people within institutions who genuinely want to sup-
port us but fear being judged by society if they are seen as
allies, or are constrained by the permissions and hierarchies
that prevent them from acting in support of our initiatives.

Training has also advanced among judges, prosecutors,
police officers, members of the military, healthcare person-
nel, businesses, and public officials involved in processes for
the selection of authorities. Agreements have been signed with
government institutions and, little by little, people from di-

verse communities who are committed to social change and
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grassroots work are occupying key positions and building
bridges between government and civil society.

The feminist movement has grown stronger and rallies
around us with greater energy, creating more space for in-
clusion and developing proposals that embrace diverse com-
munities in the spaces where advocacy efforts are needed to
achieve social transformation through collective action, art,
and a gender perspective.

Alongside these advances, we continue to uphold a trans
political agenda that demands our legal recognition and effec-
tive access to equality and justice. We are very close to seeing
the institutions responsible approve the protocol for the rec-
ognition of the gender identity of trans people in our country.
At times, hope feels so tangible that it seems this change will
happen soon and that we will not have to leave this struggle
solely in the hands of the new generations, who are arriving
with a mindset less bound to the traditional binary and with a
different strength when it comes to asserting themselves.

Personally, I long for the day when I can celebrate my
name change and see it reflected on my national identity card:
a name that I already live by, but that I still cannot legally
validate. That desire is shared by many others who are accom-
panying these processes. This is not only a struggle for trans
people; it also encompasses the recognition of rights such as
civil unions between same-sex couples and adoption, as well
as public policies, laws, and reforms that will allow us to move
toward a framework of equal rights for the entire population.

We aspire to genuine protection, with response protocols
for human rights defenders that guarantee our presence in the
spaces where decisions are made. We need safe spaces that
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allow us to grow and thrive and to promote meaningful social
change, especially for those who have never had the opportu-
nity to be heard.

The shared experience of other countries in the region
shows us that the most effective way to advance social, leg-
islative, and public policy change is to ensure the active par-
ticipation of LGBTIQ+ people in the spaces where decisions
are made. To reach those spaces, we need training, a com-
mitment to social responsibility rooted in the foundations of
sexual diversity organizations, and the determination to fight
for a place at the table without abandoning our causes or los-
ing our resilience. This requires constant preparation, a strong
and compelling message, and, of course, the support of the
community and the strategic alliances needed to position our
voices 1n key roles.

Our lived experiences possess a transformative power ca-
pable of challenging social paradigms from trans, dissident,
and feminist perspectives. They bring urgent questions to the
table, open necessary debates, and invite us to reflect on our
individual and collective practices in order to build narratives
that can withstand attacks from the media, religious sectors,
and other groups that oppose advances in LGBTIQ+ rights.

Conflict is not necessarily negative: it can help us identify
internal shortcomings and understand how external pressures
affect our organizing.

We must not forget that, at the end of the day,
we are people with lives of our own, diverse and
complex, and recognizing that humanity also
strengthens our struggles.
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Perhaps this may sound traditional, but I firmly believe
that we should not place the entire burden of the struggle on
future generations when we still have the opportunity to fight
for rights and fully exercise them ourselves today.

Years ago, those who are no longer with us, or those who
were forced to leave, said the very same thing, and we con-
tinue to repeat that discourse. We have settled into a certain
degree of complacency, but the time to act is now. We have the
experience of other countries and valuable lessons in strate-
gic litigation and political advocacy that have proven effective
across different territories. We also know that unity among
civil society groups creates greater pressure on the State, a tool
that we can make use of.

But in order to do so, we must set aside personal and orga-
nizational differences and return to the conversations about
the reasons that brought us here in the first place: the defense
and full exercise of our rights.

The Future We Are Fighting For

Turning the discourse and theory of gender equality and in-
clusion into reality is a challenge for our communities and, at
the same time, a tremendous responsibility for those of us who
have become involved, whether directly or indirectly, in ac-
tivism and in the struggle for the rights of people in situations
of vulnerability. We cannot allow hate speech, symbolic vio-
lence, persecution, stigma, and discrimination, whether they
come from society or from within our own spaces, to fragment
the essence of a struggle for which many people have lost their
lives or have been forced into exile.
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We must continue to believe in the impact of organization-
al work, political advocacy, and the everyday actions we carry
out through our skills, talents, professions, trades, territories,
perspectives, intersectionalities, and lived experiences. All of
this has the power to transform the negative perceptions that
weigh upon our struggles and to pave the way for the creation
of safe spaces for new generations, who are entering social re-
ality through ways of being and living that challenge tradi-
tional norms.

Art, social media, and performance continue to be disrup-
tive and powerful tools for amplifying our voices in every ter-
ritory and strengthening collective support. An inclusive femi-
nist perspective can guide us in building alliances, identifying
key moments, and weaving strategic networks, even at the
regional level, drawing on the experiences and achievements
of other movements. Remaining attentive to what is happen-
ing in other countries is essential for standing alongside and
strengthening our struggles.

This book is an invitation to reflect on the way we perceive
the world around us and to make our realities visible. Let us
always remember that human diversity is love, and that wher-
ever we may be, we are connected by sisterhood, the warmth
of community, and the empathy that unites us as LGBTIQ+
people. Let us not allow the hope that propelled the movement
in every country to fade away; our struggle for a world that em-
braces respect, inclusion, and peaceful coexistence continues.

I do not want to become just another statistic of death in
this country. I want to believe that choosing to stay, rather
than seeking opportunities elsewhere, will be worth it in the
near future.
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For those of us who are here, for those who came before us,
and for those who will come after us: let us never stop dream-
ing of the day when we will no longer have to be afraid for

loving or for being who we are.
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AN ALAKUATA AMONG FEMINISMS

The orishas already knew, on the day of my initiation into
Santeria, that I was a lesbian, an Alakuata. In the guidance
offered by the iyalochas' who participated in the ceremony,
there was no message that undermined my identity as a Black
lesbian woman, even with the awareness that the reading of
the odduns? passes through human interpretation. In Yoruba
cosmology, the world was named in all its diversity, free from
the Western and colonial corset that imposes the feminine and
the masculine as the only possible inventions of sexuality.

When one walks through feminist spaces with those mon-
strosities in one’s body (Pifla Narvaez, 2018), spaces that have
their objectives clearly defined, one inevitably raises blisters
caused by the toxicity of their heterosexual and racist pact.
They are unable to accept you in all your complexity: either
your spirituality is left out or your sexual orientation is; the
two together cannot pass.

The dichotomy between the spiritual and the political is
likewise false” (Lorde, 2003, p. 41), as are other dichotomies

! Central figure in Santeria ceremonies. This is a status attained by individ-
uals initiated into African-derived religions that enables them to initiate
other practitioners into the Rule of Osha.

2 Sacred signs that embody the ancestral wisdom of the Yoruba tradition.
Through the odduns, communication is established between the orishas
and 1initiated individuals, and they are used to interpret matters concerning
the past, present, and future, as well as principles of Yoruba philosophy.
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that have been imposed upon us, such as the erotic and the
political, or the spiritual and the erotic. These impositions,
which persist even within feminist spaces, are rooted in racist
and sexist expressions.

But now, as freedoms related to our sexualities are once
again beginning to be criminalized, reflecting on how, why,
and by whom we have arrived at this point becomes an act
of resistance. It is a historical turning point that finds lesbian
women still facing battles yet to be fought, emancipations only
halfway achieved, postponed struggles, and pacts of silence.
For lesbians, and even more so for those of us who are Black
lesbians with anti-racist convictions, who come from having
been canceled, discarded, and accused of separatism, any set-
back places us at a clear disadvantage.

We have not advanced far enough for the representation of
a depoliticized lesbian on social media to replace that of the
activist lesbian, or that of the lesbian who unsettles the hetero-
cis gaze because she transgresses contemporary standards of
beauty: because she is too Black, too outspoken, too fat, too
strong. And yet, in the face of the political shifts taking place
around the world, no group is safe.

If the so-called “social cleansing” campaigns that have tak-
en place, and continue to take place, in different parts of the
world were ever to become official state policy, lesbians would
be, as we already are, among the first to be stripped of our

freedoms, without provoking much indignation.
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This has happened before. The Cuban twentieth century is
not so far behind us in time.? The murders of Pamela Cobbas,
Mercedes Roxana Figueroa, and Andrea Amarante, which
took place in 2024,* bear witness to this reality. Institutional-
ized lesbophobia in some African countries, as a consequence
of colonialism, constitutes the everyday reality of many lesbi-

an women.’

In the Cuban case, we were sacrificed or
condemned to silence by feminist collectives
in the name of a supposed greater good:
that of the triumphant left alongside the

Cuban Revolution.

The murders of Cobbas, Figueroa, and Amarante did not
shake the foundations of the world: they became news, the
LGBTIQ+ community mobilized, and then they were forgot-
ten. Africa’s problems seem to belong only to Africa; although

some voices are raised, white institutional feminism still refuses

* Parallel to the creation of the Military Units to Aid Production (UMAP),
spaces in which gay men were forced into labor considered a form of “con-
version therapy,” many lesbian women in Cuba were deprived of their lib-
erty and subjected to violent practices, including electroshock treatments,
with the aim of “curing” them.

* Pamela Cobbas, Mercedes Roxana Figueroa, and Andrea Amarante were
three lesbian women murdered in Argentina in 2024 as a result of lesbopho-
bic hate attacks.

® In at least thirty-four African countries, same-sex relationships are crimi-
nalized by law. These include Mozambique, Nigeria, Kenya, Zambia, Bu-
rundi, and Senegal, all inheritors of colonial legal frameworks that continue
to criminalize sexual dissidence.
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to assume its responsibility when racism and colonialism are
brought into the conversation.

For those of us who skirt queerness without identifying
as queer; for those of us who inherited the memory of other
women who were punished for daring; for those of us who do
not wish to transition and instead remain the “bomberas,” the
“butch,” the unmistakably “dykes”; for those of us who may
sometimes enjoy the privilege of cispassing, yet need only open
our mouths for it to become evident that we inhabit a zone of
constant conflict; for those lesbians, there are fewer and fewer
spaces left every day.

That is why we must rethink, ourselves, who else if not
us?, the “heterosexual contract” (Wittig, 2006); deconstruct
“heterosexuality as a social institution” (Espinosa, 2007);
decolonize gender, which has much in common with the de-
colonization of love. Or, simply, escape, as yos (erchxs) pifia
narvaez proposes, and stop accepting the toxicity of the het-
erosexual contract, which depends on genital exclusivity; stop
being part of the conceptualization of life through the lens of
cisheterosexuality.

In the early 2000s, when I wanted to explore which group
my rebellion belonged to, I attended a lecture by a woman
who identified as a feminist. She, a non-white woman whose
name I prefer not to disclose, was one of the leading voices
of that moment, positioned within certain spaces of power
because of her disruptive discourse toward the only govern-
ment institution established for women, in a context in which
women did not yet call themselves feminists: the Federation of
Cuban Women (FMC). What remains imprinted in my mem-
ory from that day, beyond an atmosphere that felt exclusively
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white and in which I was an intruder, judging by the looks I
received, was her statement: “I am a feminist, but that does
not mean I am a lesbian.” I felt as though that clarification
served as a shield, or as if it distinguished her from those of us
who were listening, or as if she feared a stain on her skin from
which there would be no escape. At that time, the doors had
not yet opened for me to understand what had happened in
Cuba a few decades earlier, and fear ricocheted from wall to
wall whenever a woman dared to be too independent, to claim
a right, or to admire a female friend.

Between the 1960s and 1970s, while other parts of the world
were experiencing a kind of emancipation and lesbian women’s
collectives were being formed, or the first steps were being tak-
en toward what Yuderkis Espinosa would define as “lesbian de-
sire as sexual politics and pleasure in resistance” (2007, p. 127),
Cuba was undergoing a process of social cleansing whose roots
dated back to the 1920s, but which would only attain the status
of state policy after the triumph of the Revolution in 1959.

In 1928, a “hygienic campaign” against pepillismo and
garzonismo (Sierra, 2022), euphemisms used to refer to male
and female homosexuality, began in Cuba. What started in
the weekly magazine La Semana through the journalist and
politician Sergio Carbo6 (1892-1971) was later amplified in the
magazine Carteles by three prominent figures of progressive
Cuban thought: Massaguer (1889-1965), an influential car-
toonist; Mariblanca Sabas Aloma (1901-1983), a pioneer of
feminism in Cuba; and Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring (1889—
1964), historian of the city of Havana. The ridicule directed at
lesbians and gay men during that period, promoted by voices
that would later contribute to the construction of the Cuban
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cis-revolutionary order, laid the groundwork for the patholo-
gization and criminalization of any form of sexual dissidence.

In the early years of the Revolution, these hateful discours-
es were transferred into the sphere of political power, and the
country’s most prominent leaders cited feminist intellectuals
who, even today, continue to be regarded as influential figures
within Cuban feminisms. “Lesbophobia,” a term that had not
yet been conceptualized globally, reached terrifying dimen-
sions in Cuba.®

The Military Units to Aid Production (UMAP), to which
many lesbian women were sent during those years, have never
been mapped with precision; they remained forgotten until
some testimonies began to be published. That of playwright,
essayist, and novelist Ana Maria Simo is one of the most wide-
ly known cases: she is one of the few who has broken the pact
of silence imposed by fear and by the Cuban authorities.

Simo was subjected to electroshock treatments and con-
fined to a psychiatric hospital. But hers is not an isolated case.
Other women have recounted how, for rejecting men’s “com-
pliments” on the street, they were taken to police stations and
subjected to forced strip searches in order to inspect their un-
derwear or any other items that could serve as incriminat-
ing evidence. Very few managed to escape punishment. Even

¢ The reference to figures and currents regarded as progressive or feminist
does not imply that they directly adhered to the repressive projects that
were later consolidated in Cuba. Rather, the point is to highlight how cer-
tain discourses of their time, embedded within logics of moral and social
normalization, were subsequently appropriated and instrumentalized by
political power to legitimize policies of social cleansing and the criminal-
1zation of sexual dissidence. [Ed. note]
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so, only a handful have spoken out, and those years have re-
mained shrouded in a national rhetoric of supposed inclusion,
accompanied by a Family Code’ (2022) which, although it rec-
ognizes marriage equality, perpetuates sexist language.

I remember that, while working on an anthology of plays
by the El Puente generation,® researcher Inés Maria Martia-
tu (1942-2013),° while contextualizing what had happened to
these playwrights, recounted how a neighbor’s mother, accom-
panied by the police, summoned her to serve as a witness at
the moment when the young woman was caught in flagrante
having sexual relations with another woman.

Electroshock treatments used as conversion therapy were
not the only methods. In Cuba, there were corrective rapes,
forced marriages, attempted murders, diagnoses of mental
disorder, and confinement in prisons and psychiatric hospi-
tals, all scarcely documented. Yet to understand the magni-
tude of that violence, a single personal story is enough.

It is therefore not surprising that the “prominent” feminist
I heard speak in the early 2000s placed particular emphasis
on distancing herself from lesbianism. Later, through my in-
vestigation of those gray decades, I discovered that she herself
had been one of the lesbian women forced into marriage.

7 Law 156, or the Family Code, approved in July 2022, was submitted to a
plebiscite due to disagreements within sectors of civil society regarding the
opening of marriage to same-sex couples.

8 A literary movement of young writers and artists which, during the 1960s
and 1970s in Cuba, brought together creators who transgressed the social
norms established by the triumphant socialist Revolution.

9 Theater researcher, fiction writer, essayist, and one of the leading voices of
Afrofeminism in Cuba.
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Later, I also discovered that her discourse aligned perfectly
with state feminism, serving the criminalization of other fem-
inisms that were not aligned with the Marxist ideology of the
Cuban State and that, as a strategy of legitimation, sought to
attract other voices from across the region in order to place
Cuba at the center of the map of women’s emancipation.

She was part of the pact of silence born of fear and sus-
tained by sexist maxims according to which “we look better
when we remain silent,” especially when it comes to sexuality,
and even more so when it involves naming ancestral and Black
inheritances.

Espinosa argues that “a path to freedom for women 1is in-
separable from a reexamination of our relationship with men

at every level” (2007, p. 133).

I would venture to suggest that another
possible path lies in examining the forms
of discrimination that other women still
reproduce against lesbians.

It is not merely a matter of stereotypes: looking lesbian, being
queer, seems to have become fashionable among people who
repeat stigmatizing and reductionist clichés about romantic
relationships between lesbians. It is no coincidence that so lit-
tle 1s still said about intergender violence.

The situation becomes even more acute when skin color
intersects with these experiences. These are issues that have
been frozen in time, pushed into the background, postponed
in the face of other urgencies. Audre Lorde already said it:
“The fear of lesbians, or of being labeled a lesbian, has led
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many Black women to bear witness against themselves” (2003,
p. 131). Being Black also means arriving in these spaces carry-
ing the orishas with us, opening pathways and making them
part of our discourses; it means reaflirming them as a history
that has been denied to us, and whose reclamation disrupts
the binary to which we have been confined whenever love and
sexuality are discussed.
It is a matter of representation and of rights.

The collective memory of feminisms should also
be inhabited by the memory of lesbian feminism.

We, who have contributed to the systematic denunciation of
the oppression of all women and to the deconstruction of the
heterosexual norm, see how the silence surrounding our needs
as lesbian women turns us into instruments rather than sub-
jects of rights.

We, who have been at the forefront of the struggles against
the precarization of women, inequality in the workplace, the
trafficking of women, and the ideas promoted by extremist
ideologies, whether from the right or the left, it makes little dif-
ference, have been left in a land of our own, with scarcely any
allies, where models of lesbian identity continue to be defined
through patriarchal frameworks and where even the intragen-
der violence suffered by lesbian partners is not recognized.

Talking with some friends about the issue, they suggested
to me that feminist spaces prefer not to talk about it because,
in some way, we dismantle the myth that women cannot be
violent. This limits our ability to examine ourselves and rec-

ognize how much violence we are capable of reproducing, but
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it also restricts the possibility of growth and of deconstructing
the patriarchy that we carry within us.

Lesbian relationships are filtered through the prism of ro-
manticization and are permeated by a more subtle form of
lesbophobia than the one experienced by our predecessors.
Recurring phrases such as “I wish I were a lesbian, because
men...” or “The thing is, I like men; otherwise...,” strip any
analysis of its depth, trivialize romantic relationships between
women, diminish their significance, and render invisible issues
that should be part of feminist agendas, because many of those
who perpetrate these forms of violence stand alongside us in
our collectives and in demonstrations for other causes.

There are no legal structures, nor is there a lobby exerting
pressure on states. There 1s also no protocol for responding to
intragender violence, which certainly cannot consist of sim-
ply believing the first person who comes forward to tell her
version of the story, or the one who has cispassing and there-
fore, according to the cis gaze, is more likely to be regarded
as the victim. That cis gaze, which associates Blackness with
violence, places Black lesbian women at a disadvantage when
situations of intragender violence occur.

That generic cis gaze, that racist cis gaze, does not interpret
our anger (Lorde, 2003) as a response to exclusion, silence, mis-
treatment, or stereotypes; instead, it burdens it with questions
and prejudices encompassing our places of origin, our language,
our way of dressing, laughing, speaking, or gesturing.

That is only one piece of the labyrinth, or of the game of
appearances, that constitutes lesbian invisibility or the frac-
ture between feminisms and lesbians; between white femi-

nisms and non-white or Black identities. Through that same
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prism pass lesbicides, lesbian motherhoods, the political repre-
sentation of openly lesbian white women, because the political
representation of openly lesbian Black women is virtually non-
existent, bodily autonomy for lesbians, and the dispossession
of our identities as Black and lesbian women.

Being an Alakuata places me in that land of our own, not
no one’s land but ours, where Black lesbian women have been
left. A land that, even while still being defined, is already
being dispossessed. And I think of “the monstrous and the
monstrifiable, of that becoming-cool-monsters, carefully mon-
strous, carefully strange” (pifia narvaez, 2018), identities in
which some non-lesbian women have taken refuge in order to

perform a diversity that silences us.
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NAMING SILENCE

The Problem: The Absence of Spaces to Name What
Happens to Us'

This chapter begins with an uncomfortable observation: in
male-dominated sectors, there are still no legitimate and safe
spaces for women to name the inequalities they experience or
even to recognize them. Not because those inequalities do not
exist, but because speaking about them entails professional,
symbolic, and workplace risks that operate as mechanisms of
silencing and discipline.

The absence of formal spaces in which to express concerns,
report violence, or problematize gender inequalities is not an
accidental void, but rather a structural and convenient fea-
ture of institutions and spaces that have historically been built
upon logics centered on men’s well-being.

What goes unnamed still exists, but it cannot be trans-
formed. For that reason, beginning by speaking about the
lack of spaces prepared for women to inhabit is not a mi-
nor introductory gesture, but rather a political and method-
ological decision. Before analyzing strategies and offering

' Inthe phrase “what happens to us,” us refers to women working in male-dominat-
ed sectors who share experiences of gendered inequality, exclusion, and work-
place silencing. The expression emphasizes a collective condition rather than
a set of isolated individual experiences, underscoring the need for common
spaces where those experiences can be recognized, named, and discussed.
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recommendations, it is necessary to pause and examine the
conditions that make speech possible, or impossible.

In other areas of social and political life, women’s collec-
tives have succeeded in creating spaces of our own for expres-
sion and support: women’s healing circles, body mapping ex-
ercises, rituals of sisterhood and remembrance, conversations
held in homes, on the streets, or among friends, and many
other spaces that we have fought for, protected, and honored.
In these spaces, we have given ourselves permission to speak,
to name what is happening to us, the inequalities and forms of
violence we experience, and to recognize ourselves in shared
experiences that allow us to move from individual experience
to collective strength. These spaces are historical achieve-
ments for us, the result of processes of feminist advocacy.

Beyond these developments, there were sectors that re-
mained impenetrable to feminism for a long time, especial-
ly those that were highly male-dominated: scientific, formal,
technical, and comfortable spaces. My colleagues in Argen-
tina’s nuclear institutions had been energized by the Green
Wave, inspired by the expansion of rights that had been
achieved and, at the same time, aware that in their daily work
within the nuclear sector, a political and feminist perspective
had yet to arrive.

Why?

Because spaces in science and technology were conceived, or-
ganized, designed, built, and protected under a logic of neutral-
ity and scientific, technical, and institutional rigor that has also
functioned as a pretext for depoliticizing women’s experiences
and relegating them to the realm of the personal, the anecdotal,

or the “unprofessional.” There was never “time for that”.
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We often forget that there are women who still do not have
the opportunity to acuerparse? women who have never even
heard the concept of sisterhood. Although women come to-
gether for mentoring initiatives, professional development, and
technical skills training, there are no institutionally supported
safe spaces where we can meet through our lived experiences,
validate our trajectories, share what is happening to us, build
relationships of trust and mutual support, and sustain one an-
other in ways that allow us to remain in those spaces. As they
themselves often say: gaining access is the easy part; staying is
what 1s most difficult. These are careers in which women feel
they are walking alone.

The absence of these spaces does not seem accidental to
us: silence functions as an implicit requirement for women’s
belonging. The fear of being labeled “the complainer,” of be-
ing perceived as conflictive or problematic, emerges repeat-
edly across all sectors. For women who want to keep the jobs
we worked so hard to obtain, remaining silent becomes the
safer option. The result is a nuclear sector in which barriers
for women persist, not because they go unrecognized, but be-
cause they cannot be named without consequences.

In this chapter, I will write about a Latin American femi-
nist experience of incorporating a gender perspective into the
nuclear sector. The nuclear sector is a particularly significant

2 Translator’s note: Acuerparse is retained in Spanish because no single English
term captures its full meaning. Derived from cuerpo (“body”), it refers to
coming together in embodied solidarity: accompanying, supporting, and
protecting one another, particularly in collective struggles and resistance.
In this context, it also evokes the possibility of recognizing one’s own body
as a site of agency, care, and political action.
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case study, not only because of its strong male dominance,
with women representing just 34.9% of the sector’s workforce
(Nuclear Energy Agency, 2023), but also because of its sym-
bolic weight.

The nuclear sector has historically been
associated with masculinity, the male scientist,
academic rigidity, and the technical realm,
establishing itself as a space where discussions
about gender are often perceived as foreign,
irrelevant, or even bothersome.

Precisely for this reason, intervening feministically in the nu-
clear sector is innovative, hopeful, motivating, and challeng-
ing. We set out to challenge structures of thought and power,
languages, and the self-perceptions of women themselves, as-
piring to radically transform the way these spaces function,
produce meaning and knowledge, and exercise power.

This chapter, then, seeks to address a central question:
What feminist strategies can women deploy to become part of
male-dominated sectors, challenge their rules, and transform
them from within and from without?

Far from offering a single answer, this chapter explores
multiple practices, at times contradictory, that combine
adaptation, discomfort, rebellion, negotiation, and politi-
cal advocacy.

Finally, this text seeks, through this experience, to contrib-
ute to opening up other male-dominated spaces where wom-
en’s experiences, challenges, and barriers can be verbalized:

to name the silence.
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Feminist Strategies in Action: Disrupting,
Challenging, and Transforming

The strategies we deployed did not follow a linear path nor
respond to a single formula. Instead, they were articulated
through three complementary movements: creating space for
discomfort and collective voice; challenging the forms recog-
nized as legitimate for producing knowledge; and transform-
ing diagnoses and demands into tools for negotiation and
institutional advocacy. These movements make it possible to
understand how an experience initially developed at the mar-
gins succeeded in opening spaces for transformation within
the nuclear sector.

Discomfort: “Informal” Methodology as the Only Possible
Avenue for Expression

The reflections presented here emerge from a collective pro-
cess of listening, dialogue, and knowledge production with
women working in the nuclear sector across Latin America
and the Caribbean. Many of the experiences that inform this
chapter could not be shared in institutional meetings, official
reports, or decision-making spaces. Instead, they had to be
handwritten on anonymous sticky notes, shared in virtual on-
line laboratories and in women’s circles held in person, within
spaces carefully protected by other women (ourselves):

[ feel that opportunities for career advancement into decision-
making positions do not take women into account because, as
mothers, we have less availability outside regular working hours.
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We are closely scrutinized by our male colleagues. We must
constantly prove our competence so that they do not underestimate
us. We have to invest greater effort in demonstrating our mastery
of knowledge than they do, since they are presumed capable
from the outset.

When people come to the nuclear institution I lead to veryfy that
everything is in order, they ask whether the boss is available.

1 have felt insecure about sharing an idea, thinking that it would
be taken as a joke.

1 had a supervisor who used to tell me he would wait for me
outside after work. I had to resign.

They stopped speaking badly about me and sexualizing me only
when they found out that I had a boyfriend.

1 recerve looks of desire directed at my body. I am the only woman
on the team.

1 would speak with a male colleague and listen to him. Then,
when it was my turn to speak, he would interrupt me.

They took credit for my idea.

When I became pregnant, 1 felt that my path toward promotion
would come to a hall.

NAMING SILENCE

» [ always feel that I am good at something, yet men always
push me aside.

» [ am assigned “women’s tasks,” such as preparing presentations
or taking notes, because it is assumed that we are more delicate
and organized.

[ have to adopt a different tone of voice than my own and raise
my voice in order to be heard and perceived as a leader.

[ do not like niding in my supervisor’s car to meetings or
training sessions.

*  Because of my sensitivity, because I cry in response to certain
situations, even when they do not involve me directly, people
assume that I am weak, that I lack strength of character.

1 am not allowed to feel.

o They speak to me in a condescending manner because of my
postition, as though I did not have the same value as a human
being; they make demands of me because they hold higher-ranking
posttions and have greater experience and recognition.

The collection and group reading of these testimonies was a
methodology that we recognized as potentially uncomfort-
able; indeed, its very purpose was to create the conditions for
women to move through the discomfort of acknowledging
themselves as unequal. These statements were not intended
to generate spectacle or public denunciation; their power lay
in the recognition of women as a collective, as a shared force.
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They sought to place at the center experiences that, taken to-
gether, dismantle the notion of isolated cases and reveal recur-

ring biases that must be addressed.

We set out to engage women in conversation
as a political act.

At first, it was common to encounter resistance, distance,
and even a certain reluctance to examine one’s own trajecto-
ry through a gender lens. Many women stated that they had
not faced any specific obstacles, relying instead on narratives
grounded in individual effort and the meritocratic belief that
“if it can be done, you’ll get there.” In many cases, they re-
counted their stories in ways that revealed clear gender-based
barriers, yet they did not identify them as such, or they mini-
mized, relativized, or reinterpreted them as personal and indi-
vidual challenges that had already been overcome...

This difficulty in recognizing obstacles should not be inter-
preted as a conscious denial, but rather as the result of a lifetime
spent adapting to an environment that demands the constant
demonstration of competence, capability, and resilience, where
acknowledging difficulties associated with gender can be inter-
preted as a sign of weakness, lack of motivation, or an inability
to meet the sector’s implicit standards. Faced with this threat,
many women choose to maintain a narrative of normalcy and,
although the emotional cost of this decision is high, it is often
perceived as lower than the cost of speaking out.

The normalization of violence occurs because its manifes-
tations are not always explicit: disparaging remarks, subtle

forms of exclusion, excessive workloads, the invisibilization of
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women’s contributions, or constant questioning of their tech-
nical authority occur so routinely that they become almost
imperceptible. The absence of spaces for collective reflection
reinforces this normalization, as it prevents the identification
of patterns and the construction of shared interpretations.

One element that emerges consistently across the narra-
tives 1s fear: fear of losing one’s job, of not having a contract
renewed, of being excluded from projects, of receiving nega-
tive evaluations, or of being labeled as problematic. This fear
operates as a form of structural discipline that regulates be-
haviors, discourses, and silences.

Only through building trust and creating carefully facili-
tated spaces was it possible to begin shifting these narratives
and open the door to a deeper reflection on the barriers that,
although rendered invisible, continue to operate within the
sector, barriers that women came to recognize through listen-
ing to other women share their experiences: “Something sim-
ilar happened to me too.” “Never, in my 19-year career, had I
had a space to talk about how I felt as a person, as a woman”.

Rebellion: New Concepts for a Different Science

Presenting this methodological proposal to the nuclear sec-
tor, a field shaped by a strong tradition of technical rigor and
highly specialized languages, was in itself an act of feminist
rebellion. We did so from a clear conviction: this methodology
distances itself from androcentric forms of knowledge without
abandoning scientific rigor. On the contrary, it is grounded
precisely in that rigor, as it is based on life stories, situated
experiences, and narratives produced by the very women who
inhabit and make up the nuclear sector.
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Claiming that social science is science meant challenging
deeply entrenched methodological hierarchies, those that
privilege the quantifiable, the technical, and the depersonal-
ized, in order to propose a methodology grounded in lived
experience: a feminist methodology. Achieving this was also
a political act.

The methodology that we proposed, and continue to pro-
pose, for addressing and healing violence is one characterized
by the absence of individual authorship.

For science, authorship must be individually
identifiable; for us, authorship belongs to all
of us, collectively. We call this a “Feminist
Care Methodology™.

It proved to be the most effective way for women to express,
with honesty, what they had not said in decades: to name the
violence they had experienced without exposing themselves
and to build a shared diagnosis.

It was not an isolated methodological decision, but rather a
response to the material and symbolic conditions of the nuclear
sector. In contexts where speaking can have consequences, or
even awaken insecurity, fear, or distrust among women them-
selves, the choice of non-individualized formats becomes a nec-
essary condition for allowing stories to be told. In our case,
there was no signature, no name, no career trajectory, and no
nuclear institution attached to them: only a brief statement
based on a personal experience, written in the first person.

Incorporating intersectionality into the construction of scien-

tific knowledge was another disruptive gesture. Not all women
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experience the nuclear sector in the same way and, although it
is often perceived as a white and privileged space, this too is a
limited and Global North-centered perspective. The intercul-
tural diversity of women in the nuclear sector is vast and, for
this reason, it is essential that the sector examine how gender
intersects with class, age, nationality, race, and institutional po-
sition. Making these inequalities visible from Latin American
contexts made it possible to build a distinctly Latin American
and Caribbean perspective on the obstacles and barriers within
the sector, one that challenges imported models and proposes
thinking about science and technology from contexts shaped by
the structural inequalities specific to the region.

Rebellion was also present in form. The choice of a disrup-
tive visual aesthetic, the use of colors outside the traditional
scientific palette, accessible and situated language, and a col-
lective narrative were all conscious political decisions. Break-
ing with traditional ways of producing technical documents
was part of the strategy.

Furthermore, this approach made it possible to challenge
the neutrality of science by exposing the fact that, far from be-
ing sterile spaces, these environments are permeated by power
relations, beliefs, hierarchies, and biases. Naming what did
not previously exist within institutional language, experiences,
inequalities, and invisible forms of violence, was an essential
step toward imagining another way of inhabiting the nuclear
sector: one that is more just and inclusive.

We recognized, named, and documented the obstacles and
barriers we face. We shared them, brought them into the open,
and, in doing so, stopped experiencing them as individual
struggles and began recognizing ourselves as a political force
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among ourselves. We came together, listened to one anoth-
er, and allowed ourselves to imagine new and possible ways
of inhabiting the nuclear sector free from violence. We con-
ducted laboratories, not scientific ones, but social laboratories:
virtual and in-person spaces where we shared experiences and
knowledge and, from there, mapped out the paths we want the
nuclear sector to follow. Paths that we know are possible, and
for which we need, demand, and expect the support of nuclear
institutions. In this way, we arrived at concrete recommenda-
tions, because our demands had already become clear to us.
The challenge now was to influence institutions.

Negotiation and Political Advocacy

Driving this transformation within the nuclear sector also re-
quired advocacy strategies from within. Dialogue, colleagues
allied with the feminist struggle, and collaboration with insti-
tutional bodies that had the political will to advocate for the
recognition of women’s value within the nuclear sector were es-
sential to ensuring that this work did not remain at the margins.

In this process, the role of Women in Nuclear (WiN ARCAL),
the Latin American and Caribbean chapter of the Global
Women in Nuclear Network (WiN Global), was crucial, as
was the Regional Cooperative Agreement for the Promotion
of Nuclear Science and Technology in Latin America and the
Caribbean (ARCAL) and the support of the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

These alliances provided the work with institutional legit-
imacy, enabled its circulation within decision-making spaces,
and made possible, in 2022, the funding and publication of the
first guide in the world dedicated specifically to mainstreaming

NAMING SILENCE

a gender perspective in the nuclear sector in the region: We Are
Powerful: A Guide to Integrating a Gender Perspective into the Nuclear
Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean (Belinco et al., 2022).

This document analyzes and presents the situation of
women in the nuclear sector across Latin America and the
Caribbean with the aim of raising awareness about gender
inequality and promoting new ways of inhabiting the nuclear
sector. Through surveys and testimonies, it outlines structur-
al barriers, stereotypes, biases, and difficulties in reconciling
professional life with personal life and caregiving responsibil-
ities. The document also seeks to educate by introducing key
gender concepts and naming the visible and invisible forms of
violence that persist within traditionally male-dominated in-
stitutions, while providing statistical data collected from wom-
en working in the sector throughout the region.

This tool is useful, relevant, and necessary not only because
it creates a record of the life trajectories of women professionals
in the nuclear sector as women, but also because it documents
and shares, for the first time, how these same Latin American
women, from different countries and acting collectively, be-
came protagonists in the construction of strategies to disman-
tle the barriers they had identified. It also offers concrete in-
stitutional recommendations for transforming organizational
culture toward a more inclusive and sustainable model.

These collaborative methodologies functioned not only as
working tools, but as feminist practices in and of themselves.
Building collectively, validating diverse forms of knowledge, and
prioritizing the process as much as the outcome made it possible to
create a guide that not only speaks about gender, but is itself per-
meated by a gender perspective in the very way it was produced.
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This tool not only systematizes experiences, but also rec-
ognizes, documents, and preserves the history and collective
memory of women in the nuclear sector. It positions us as
political subjects capable of making demands, proposes col-
lective strategies for inhabiting the sector in new ways, and
offers clear guidance to national nuclear institutions, whose
representatives were invited to its presentation and asked to
publicly express their commitment. Its presentation across
multiple countries in the region and its adoption as a founda-
tional reference document have consolidated its role as a tool
of regional feminist advocacy. Today, it remains the leading
reference instrument for advancing feminist action within the
nuclear sector, year after year, throughout Latin America.

The Commitment: Naming Silence Is Also Science

Transforming deeply male-dominated sectors does not simply
mean adding more women to preexisting structures; it means
ensuring that they can remain, grow, and advance free from
sexist violence in spaces where concentrated hierarchies and
predominantly male leadership still persist. This challenge is
not directed only at women: it also requires the men who are
part of the nuclear sector, especially those who occupy lead-
ership positions, to be willing to embrace discomfort, exam-
ine their privileges, and actively participate in the processes of
change that women are driving.

Incorporating an intersectional perspective and a Latin
American and Caribbean lens is essential to avoid universal-

izing approaches that reproduce exclusions.
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It is necessary to recognize that aesthetics,
language, and the forms through which
knowledge is produced also construct
political meaning, and that they should

not be understood or dismissed as a triviality
attributed to women.

Institutional alliances have proven essential for turning di-
agnoses into concrete policies, but these policies will only be
effective if institutions recognize the urgency of allocating
specific and sustained resources to actions aimed at gender
equality, prioritizing women without excluding the responsi-
ble participation of men.

Likewise, women need, want, and deserve legitimate spac-
es in which to share life experiences, make visible the burden
of care work, and build community, networks, and sisterhood.
These spaces can no longer depend on individual initiative
nor remain relegated to extracurricular activities, adding yet
another unpaid burden to already demanding workdays. Nu-
clear institutions must recognize, promote, and incorporate
them as part of professional development, workplace well-be-
ing, and strategies for retaining women in the sector, until in-
equality disappears.

Documenting collective memory becomes a key political
strategy for preventing setbacks, weaving bonds of feminist
solidarity, and charting the roadmap toward where we want
to go. If necessary, and if it makes us feel safer, we will do so
through collective anonymity, not only as a practice of femi-
nist care, but also as a valid and necessary form of evidence

roduction in contexts that are hostile to women’s voices, and
bJ
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with the awareness that the transition from individual testimo-
ny to collective demands enables, for the first time for many
women, the exercise of a form of political power that has his-
torically been denied to them.

Naming silence is also a way of doing science. It is social

science and feminist science.
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Ideas and experiences gain the power
of shared action. These pages bring
together lessons, tools and forms of
organizing that have made it possible
to weave networks, build alliances and
sustain mobilization. They show that no
transformation happens alone: it begins
when we come together, grows through
collective action and becomes possible
when struggles recognize one another,
accompany one another and move
forward together.
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LESSONS FROM THE SOUTH

The hands hold, at their fingertips, a small triangular piece
of green fabric. They gently stretch it out and raise it toward
the sky. Millions of hands repeat this gesture with the deter-
mination that comes from a sense of ownership and the con-
viction of what is known to be just. Millions of green scarves
face the building of the Argentine National Congress. It is a
choreographed political demonstration, a performance with
a concrete demand: Legal abortion now! It is August 2018,
and the bill to decriminalize and legalize voluntary abortion
is being debated in the national parliament for the first time.
The Chamber of Deputies has already approved it in June,
and now it is the Senate’s turn. Seen from above, the crowd is
a “Green Wave” occupying the streets surrounding the icon-
ic building. In a historic all-night vigil, the protest unfolds
around the palace as the law is debated, accompanied by an
action made in Argentina, created in the heat of this struggle,
which we call a pafiuelazo'. Never before had so many peo-
ple demonstrated while awaiting the outcome of a legislative
battle in this country: those taking part in the mobilization
are spending the night outdoors, sleeping on the pavement in
the middle of winter in the hope that the bill will become law.

! the name given to the mass demonstrations held in Argentina in 2018 in
support of the legalization of abortion. Participants raised green bandanas,
the symbol of the National Campaign for the Right to Legal, Safe, and
Free Abortion.
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From the city of Rosario alone, one hundred and ten buses
packed with feminists traveled to Buenos Aires. At more than
forty Argentine embassies around the world, thousands follow
the debate through their own paiiuelazos. Expectations are
running high. But the outcome is not the one they hoped for:
there are not enough votes, and they will have to wait until
2020 to try again. “In the streets, it is already law” people can
be heard saying that night. And indeed, it is: social decrimi-
nalization in Argentina was achieved before political and legal
decriminalization. The experience of 2018, together with the
historical groundwork and the broader context, proved funda-
mental in securing this right, which had long been denied to
girls, adolescents, women, and all people with the capacity to
become pregnant.

It did not happen overnight. Our achievement of the right
to abortion, which has become emblematic around the world,
did not spring out of nowhere. It was the result of decades of
persistence, in which a network of intuitions, the perseverance
and tenacity of activism, collective intelligence, political imag-
ination, the contributions of specialized forms of knowledge,
and the development of multiple creative strategies came to-
gether. There was no single recipe, nor was the path toward
achieving the law a linear one. Like any social transformation,
it was the product of a collective effort.

In this chapter, we will examine how the narratives and
discursive strategies that opened a global conversation, from
the Global South, on a sexual and reproductive rights issue
that generates both passion and tension were constructed. I
therefore propose an exercise in feminist memory aimed at

recovering and revaluing, on the one hand, the historical
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milestones advanced through abortion rights activism and po-
litical organizing; and, on the other, exploring how feminist
communication was strategically developed in parallel to sup-
port the broader process of political activism.

To begin with, it is important to emphasize that in an age
of likes, hearts, videos, and images that pass before our eyes
with the unprecedented speed, immediacy, and fleetingness of
an Instagram story or a TikTok video, the struggle for volun-
tary abortion taught us that, if we feminists want to challenge
deeply rooted common-sense assumptions that we consider
sexist, classist, racist, and misogynistic, we must be patient.
We must trust that our messages work cumulatively and un-
derstand that, alongside our core slogans, we also need to lis-
ten closely to popular and mainstream language in order to
use an empathetic discourse that builds bridges and creates
powerful public moments, such as the images of Argentina’s
“Green Wave?” which traveled around the world.

The green scarf, a local invention, crossed borders and
opened new horizons for decriminalization and legaliza-
tion in other countries in the region, including several states
in Mexico and Colombia. Activists from different countries
across Latin America and the Caribbean embraced the sym-
bol and adapted it to their own demands and slogans. At the
time, many comrades from other parts of the world asked us

? the name given to the mass movement that emerged in Argentina in support
of the legalization of abortion and reproductive rights. The term refers to the
visual impact of thousands of demonstrators raising green bandanas during
protests and public gatherings, creating the appearance of a vast “green
wave.” The movement became a powerful symbol of feminist activism in
Argentina and later inspired similar mobilizations across Latin America.
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Argentines how to export the experience. While that is impos-
sible, because contexts differ, it is possible to revisit some of its

fundamental pillars. Here they are.

A Simple, Affordable, Easily Reproducible
Symbol Is Always Effective for Rallying
Support and Building a Shared Identity

The green scarf became a symbol of much more than the
struggle for legal, safe, and free abortion. Hanging from necks
and wrapped around wrists, but also attached to bicycles,
backpacks, and handbags, it came to function as a kind of
password, a marker of safe belonging in everyday life across
our country. The scarf allowed us to come together, to rec-
ognize one another, and to send ourselves a message that
strengthened us in the struggle: we are not alone; there are
many of us in this fight.

The Blue Scarf

The power of the green scarf became particularly evident
during Argentina’s legislative debate, when opposition
groups created a scarf of their own, only in light blue. It
was a desperate attempt to rally their forces around a uni-
fying symbol.

On May 15, 2018, after the first month of congressional
debate on the issue had passed, those representing an-
ti-abortion positions surprised the parliamentary scene by
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appearing with a light-blue triangle of fabric around their
necks bearing the slogan “Let’'s Save Both Lives.” The
“pro-life” scarf, as they themselves called it, appeared, with
meticulous uniformity, during the interventions of some of
the speakers opposed to the bills under discussion. They
also wore it around their wrists.

Beyond the appropriation of a symbol and its attempted
inscription into a tradition that is not their own, the imita-
tion itself demonstrates the importance of having a symbol
of one’s own.

The power of mass demonstrations is dazzling, but behind
those overflowing moments there is always quieter, more ev-
eryday work, smaller in scale and perhaps less exhilarating,
that must also be remembered.

To tell the story of how this right was won, and of how
the green scarf itself came into being, a symbol that now be-
longs to all of us, it is necessary to briefly revisit the history
of the National Campaign for the Right to Legal, Safe, and
Free Abortion: a coalition of feminist, political, labor, and hu-
man rights organizations that submitted its bill to Congress on
eight different occasions. For us, the green scarf is “the Cam-
paign’s scarf.”

Since the 1990s, when the issue was still taboo, a small
group of women, led by the feminist Dora Coledesky, would
go out into downtown Buenos Aires, in front of Congress,
handing out handmade leaflets. With a folding table and a
megaphone, they spoke about abortion at a time when re-

ceiving free contraceptives was not even a right in Argentina.
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They were then known as the Commission for the Right to
Abortion and would later become the forerunners of the Cam-
paign. They imagined that abortion could become legal, even
when the conditions that might make such an achievement
possible did not yet exist. They began with a simple, basic
form of traditional politics: talking to people in the street and,
just as importantly, listening to them. Passersby responded in
different ways. Some listened and quietly shared stories about
people who had had abortions; others argued with them and,
in some cases, even shouted “Murderers!” at them. But they
persisted. Week after week, they returned to the same corner
of Rivadavia and Entre Rios with their little table, their hand-
made leaflets, and their megaphone.

The first step in building a narrative of our own is to break
free from the frameworks imposed by hostile discourses. There
is a beautiful phrase by the feminist Dora Coledesky that cap-
tures the spirit of the women pioneers who initiated this strug-
gle: “In this fight, our very dignity is at stake, and that is why
we say it is not merely a demand for rights: it is about not being
treated as things, but as human beings determined to live lives
worthy of being lived.

It is about pushing the boundaries of imagination and pos-
sibility. Feminist movements have always extended the hori-
zon of utopia with persistence and determination. But it is also
about understanding that being right is not enough. It is not
enough to be right about a claim that is just; social consensus
must be built, and majorities must be forged in order to trans-
form reality as it exists. To do so, we must persuade more peo-
ple, including the broader public, but also those in positions of

decision-making power who are watching our actions.
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By that time, in an era before social media existed, this
group of women clearly understood that the media needed to
be allies in spreading the message. On June 12, 1989, they
published the first pro-abortion statement in a newspaper. It
appeared in the newspaper Sur and was addressed to the gov-
ernor of the Province of Buenos Aires, demanding the right
for a woman who had been raped to terminate her pregnan-
cy in a public hospital. These acts of micropolitics and these
small-scale narratives gradually built a foundation of accumu-
lated experience and support.

In the early 2000s, at a United Nations conference in New
York, a group of these women carried purple fabric triangles
with white lettering. They were trying to bring visibility to the
struggle for access to contraception and to the plight of women
dying from unsafe abortions. In such spaces, where civil soci-
ety and human rights organizations attend as a counterweight
to states, not everyone is given the opportunity to speak, but
these women were determined to make their message heard.
At one point during the conference, they stood up and staged
their own pauelazo.

It was not simply a stroke of ingenuity: this idea drew upon
the genealogy of the human rights movement. Marta Alanis,
one of the women present from Catholics for the Right to Decide,
recalls that they took inspiration from the iconic white head-
scarves of the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo,
who searched for their sons, daughters, grandsons, and grand-
daughters who had been abducted and disappeared during
Argentina’s last military dictatorship. For the Mothers and
Grandmothers, who marched in circles around the Pyramid
of May because demonstrations were prohibited under the de
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facto government, the white headscarf symbolized cloth dia-
pers. They wore it on their heads so that others would notice
them, helping to gather support for their search and their de-
mand for justice.

After the action with the purple scarves in New York, Mar-
ta Alanis called Susana Chiarotti of Rosario, who belonged
to another feminist organization, Indeso Mujer. They needed
to find a color that would symbolize the struggle for abor-
tion rights in Argentina and wear it at the National Women’s
Gathering in Rosario, a space that takes place year after year
in the country and serves as the backbone of the movement of
women, lesbians, crossdresser, and trans people.

Red was not an option because it represented the political
left. Yellow was ruled out as well, since it was the color associ-
ated with the papacy. Light blue and white would have made
it too similar to the national flag.

They settled on a unifying color: green. It was not used by
political parties, and it was associated with the environment,
health, and hope. “It was arbitrary. There is no particular his-
tory behind the color green, and people made it their own,”
Alanis recalls two decades later.

Catdlicas Por El Derecho A Decidir (Catholics for the Right
to Decide)® was the organization that distributed the green

* Is a feminist organization founded by Catholic women that advocates for
reproductive rights, gender equality, and the separation of religious doc-
trine from public policy. Drawing on Catholic traditions of social justice
and individual conscience, the group argues that support for reproductive
rights, including access to abortion, is compatible with ethical and faith-
based commitments. It has played a visible role in public debates on repro-
ductive rights in Argentina and throughout Latin America.
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scarves for the first time on August 16, 2003, at the XVIII
National Women’s Gathering in Rosario. That gathering
opened with 10,000 women in attendance and an enormous
purple banner that read: “For the right to free and cost-free
abortion.” The scarves would later come to encapsulate this
message, along with the National Campaign’s threefold slo-
gan: “Sexual education to decide, contraceptives to prevent
abortion, legal abortion to prevent death.” Fifteen years would
pass before the green scarf became a wave.

With the best of intentions, from that point on the threefold
slogan came to define the terms and conditions of the public
debate. The idea of abortion became associated with illegali-
ty, death, and darkness, which reflected a real situation, since
women were dying as a result of clandestine abortions, but it
also made it difficult to develop messages grounded in more
positive frameworks. The threefold slogan was powerful and
highlighted the movement’s three central demands, yet it did
not incorporate the idea of a “life worth living,” a concept
deeply rooted in the very identity of the Campaign and in the
women pioneers of the struggle for abortion rights.

It was lesbian activists who began to promote alternative
narratives around abortion. In 2009, Lesbianas y Femumstas por
la Descriminalizacion del Aborto (Lesbians and Feminists for the
Decriminalization of Abortion) created the telephone hotline
“Abortion: More Information, Less Risk,” which became a
turning point in the dissemination of information on the is-
sue. They helped bring abortion out of the closet once and for
all. They demonstrated that providing information within the
existing legal framework is effective. From them, we learned

that information is a right. Even in countries or cities where
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abortion is subject to severe legal restrictions, it is not illegal to
talk about it or to acknowledge that it occurs frequently.

Clear, precise communication grounded in
verifiable scientific evidence helps reduce both
the stigma surrounding abortion and the spread
of misinformation.

We learned that misinformation must be countered with in-
formation. It was necessary to build alliances with academics,
researchers, and anyone with specialized expertise who could
contribute data, figures, and reliable statistics on a subject long
shrouded in opacity.

Interpreters of Data and Scientific Information

While data alone do not necessarily function as persuasive
tools, audiences are increasingly shaped by fake news, mi-
sinformation, and gaps in available information. This trend
persists even in countries where we have succeeded in ope-
ning up public conversation on the issue. As we have already
noted, it is not enough to be right: our truth needs support,
it needs to be reinforced with data. That is why providing
useful information serves both as a firewall against existing
misinformation and as a way of strengthening our position.
It is important to always have official statistics or data from
reliable sources at hand in order to counter false informa-
tion in specific situations. Our goal has been to contribute
to public conversations and debates with trustworthy infor-
mation. This is a pedagogical effort: to consistently offer our
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audiences arguments and evidence that they can, in turn,
share and reproduce in other spaces and with other people.

Viral Feminism

The decisive push toward opening a mass public conversation
about abortion came in 2015 with N Una Menos*, a watershed
moment in Argentine political history. It was the first large-
scale demonstration against femicides to challenge society as
a whole, extending far beyond traditional activist circles. Five
hundred thousand women took to the streets in the Plaza del
Congreso® and in hundreds of locations across the country.
After Ni Una Menos, no one could simply look away from fem-
inist demands. The movement legitimized and elevated our
voice within the broader social conversation. The call to mo-
bilize on June 3 of that year against a series of particularly
brutal killings began to spread through what was then Twitter,

Is a feminist movement that emerged in Argentina in 2015 to protest gen-
der-based violence and the killing of women. Its name, which means “Not
One [Woman] Less,” expresses the demand that no more women be lost to
femicide and other forms of violence. Through mass demonstrations and
public advocacy, the movement became a major force in advancing debates
on women’s rights, gender equality, and social justice in Argentina and
across Latin America.

® Major public square in Buenos Aires, Argentina, located in front of the
National Congress building. Long associated with political demonstrations,
civic gatherings, and public celebrations, it has served as a key site for social
movements and protests. During the 2018 abortion legalization debate, it
became one of the principal gathering places for the Green Wave (Marea
Verde) and other activists advocating for reproductive rights.
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at a time when social media platforms had not yet become a
minefield for feminists.

As a slogan, Vi Una Menos, the desperate plea to stop killing
us, became both a rallying cry and a social movement. It was
a simple and effective message, a powerful message in narra-
tive terms, because it condensed our political position. It was,
in itself, our strategy; it was our story: how we wanted to be
recognized. The message was also a particular interpretation
of reality, a way of defining the terms of the debate, and a
guiding thread for the entire communications strategy.

A message succeeds when it is able to activate supporters,
attract those who are persuadable, and marginalize its oppo-
nents. Various studies agree that, on average, 50 percent of au-
diences in Latin America and the Caribbean are persuadable
on issues related to gender.

Choosing Your Audiences Means Choosing Your Battles

From Argentina’s discussion on abortion, we learned that
feminismes, in the plural, make it possible to develop mul-
tiple strategies, because we are not always speaking to
the same people. The most effective narratives are those
that venture a little beyond our comfort zones, that leap
over the fences surrounding traditional activism: a femi-
nist communication strategy for the 99 percent. To ex-
pand our audiences, it is essential to speak to those who
will stand with us while also keeping in mind persuada-
ble audiences: those who are in the middle and who, on
some issues, support us, but on others drift away becau-
se of prejudice, lack of interest, or simply misinformation.

LESSONS FROM THE SOUTH

It is important to study different audiences: their values,
ideals, interests, and points of reference. We must unders-
tand what kind of messenger can best reach persuadable
audiences as well as those who already sympathize with
the cause. In this regard, qualitative research is essential. It
is not enough to have the most creative communicators, nor
is it always a matter of formats or a particular social me-
dia platform. Investing in interdisciplinary teams to design
communication initiatives is an added advantage. Along
this path, we communicators learned to forge alliances
with academics, advertisers, public opinion researchers,
and political communication specialists, and to apply tools
such as surveys, focus groups, and in-depth interviews.

What do we do about opponents? Whenever audiences are
discussed, this question inevitably arises. There is little
point in devoting our efforts to persuading opponents. We
do not waste energy on that. Antagonistic groups cannot
be convinced. What we learned instead is that opposition
power groups should be investigated through investigative
journalism as a too.
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In Ni Una Menos, the precursor to the Green Wave, com-
municators, journalists, writers, poets, cultural workers, ac-
ademics, and designers came together. Feminist illustrators,
artists, and designers became key allies in crafting effective
messages capable of reaching far beyond the audiences we
traditionally engaged. There is a long tradition at the inter-
section of art and politics.
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One year after Ni Una Menos, for the first time a campaign
demanding legal abortion, also organized through Twitter,
managed to trend for eight and a half hours. The message was
#IreeBelén and #Legal Abortion. Behind the hashtag was the
demand for the release of a young woman from Tucuman,
a province in Argentina, who had been imprisoned and sen-
tenced to eight years in prison for “homicide aggravated by
kinship and premeditation,” a crime she did not commit. Al-
though she had suffered a miscarriage, Belén was accused
of having killed a fetus, which the hospital itself lost and on
which no DNA test was ever performed. For a long time, ac-
tivists had been speaking, through data and statistics, about
the impact of clandestine abortion. Yet it was this individual
life story that made it possible to foreground the demand for
legislation to decriminalize and legalize abortion.

Desolemnizing Narratives

From viral feminism, we learned that it is important to listen
to the majority and to build empathy through messages and
language that everyone can understand. This meant avoid-
ing entanglement in traditional feminist jargon, which is often
shaped by legal, medical, or political language.

To bring abortion out of the closet and open up the con-
versation without sacrificing rigor, we feminist communica-
tors and journalists came to understand that we needed to
talk about this reality as a common, everyday practice and
move beyond the more victimizing narratives or those cen-

tered primarily on death. We all knew someone who had had
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an abortion and survived thanks to appropriate support and
available medication. In search of these stories, at LatFem, the
feminist digital media outlet that I directed at the time, and in
alliance with the organization Red de Mujeres, we launched the
campaign #JuntasAbortamos (#WeAbortTogether).

In 2017, for the Global Day of Action for Legal Abortion,
we invited LatFem’s followers to talk about the support they
had provided for voluntary abortions using that hashtag. The
starting point was a simple question: How many abortions
have you accompanied? We were looking for a form of collec-
tive storytelling that would engage our audiences while also
highlighting accompaniment as a feminist practice without
explicitly naming it as such. We would say: “A friend, a com-
rade, a neighbor, someone you know. We do not abort alone.
Ever. #JuntasAbortamos”.

We received thousands upon thousands of messages con-
taining a wide range of stories about abortion accompani-
ment. Beyond becoming a viral narrative that trended re-
gionally on Twitter, it also became a collective, polyphonic
narrative through which we built a shared story together with
our audience, while seeking to move beyond the traditional
narratives associated with abortion (death, pain, loneliness,
stigma, and victimization). We tell stories to inform, educate,
and entertain, while also mobilizing audiences to engage in
collective action aimed at transforming real-world problems.

We sought out personal stories because they

help people empathize with and understand
a complex issue.
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We came to understand that showing experiences can be more
effective than presenting data. Most studies in neuroscience
and communication agree that people tend to place greater
trust in real-life experiences than in data, expert opinions, or
the media. Evidence also shows that personal testimonies and
life stories are particularly effective at mobilizing emotions.

And we know that emotions drive people to act.

¢ The post reads: “Forty years ago my mother became pregnant. My father
was still married. He gave her money and disappeared. She went with
Mary, a neighbor and now her best friend. #TogetherWeAbort.” Like other
testimonies shared under the #TogetherWeAbort (#funtasAbortamos) cam-
paign, the post underscores the role of friends, neighbors, and support net-
works in abortion experiences, reinforcing the movement’s argument that
abortion is often a collective rather than an isolated experience.
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From the campaign and the experience of #JuntasAbortamos,
we also learned that it is important to tell stories about collec-
tive forms of organizing to confront violence and inequality.
There are always sources of support: networks of care and af-
fection, community networks, social organizations, and pub-
lic policies that stand alongside people. When we build femi-

nist narratives aimed at transforming reality, they cannot be

7 The post reads: “How many times did you accompany an abortion? A
friend, a co-worker, a neighbor, someone you know. We have never had
abortions alone. Never. #TogetherWeAbort.” The message challenges the
notion that abortion is an individual experience, emphasizing the networks
of care, solidarity, and support that often accompany those seeking to end
a pregnancy. The hashtag #TogetherWeAbort (#7untasAbortamos) became a
way of making that collective experience visible within the broader Green
Wave (Marea Verde) movement.
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composed solely of anger and denunciations of the conditions
that make our lives more precarious.

In addition to using new strategic frames, we came to un-
derstand that our efforts must also be directed toward trans-
forming our own positions of enunciation and the expecta-
tions placed upon us. Feminist spokespersons are burdened
by a series of prejudices: we are often perceived as perpetually
angry and inclined to police or discipline others. We are an-
gry, and that is true. But if we want to persuade, we cannot be
angry all the time. There is also a widespread assumption that
we speak only in a complex register. That is why the search
for new narratives is so effective: it allows us to embrace some-
thing that is not expected of us.

We also learned that it is necessary to avoid speaking about
victims as though they occupy a static and paralyzing subject
position. Victims are never isolated cases. We sought to move
beyond sensationalism, fear, and narratives that serve primar-

ily to discipline or control.

Humor as a Strategy

Along the same lines, in our effort to desolemnize narratives
during the 2018 debate on voluntary abortion, we at Latfem
also created a fictional character: Dr. Abortion. The character’s
visual style drew on that of one of the country’s most prom-
inent pharmacy chains. Another lesson we learned was that
humor cannot be left out of our communication efforts, be-
cause it is an extremely effective tool. In the age of memes, we
can create our own memes about complex issues.
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8 The image advertises the fictional “Dr. Aborto Pharmacy” and includes
the slogan “Legal abortion + public production of misoprostol.” Through satire,
it advocates not only for the legalization of abortion but also for state-sup-
ported access to misoprostol, a medication used for medication abortion
and included in reproductive health care policies in several countries. The
campaign reflects Green Wave (Marea Verde) demands for abortion to be
legal, accessible, and available through the public health system.
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New Frames: Care and Public Health

Between 2018, the first time the bill was debated in Congress
but failed to secure approval, and 2020, when it was final-
ly passed into law, a process of transition took place in the
messages we had been developing. We knew that the power
of street demonstrations and the parliamentary debate, which
lasted for half the year, had succeeded in bringing the issue
into people’s homes through television, social media, schools,
labor unions, and universities. Yet there was still a segment
situated between supportive audiences and opponents, a pub-
lic we had not yet reached. These were people who, as noted
earlier, perhaps had not yet taken a position simply because
they lacked sufficient information.

In an effort to reach those audiences, we worked to incor-
porate perspectives from other fields and disciplines, including
neuroscience, public opinion research, and political commu-
nication. We tested messages, reviewed countless focus group
reports, and conducted surveys and interviews. In doing so, we
came to the conclusion that we needed to rethink the discourse
that had been circulating up to that point. The narratives of
2018 had been anchored in the concept of bodily autonomy:
“My body, my choice.” We realized that, if we wanted to go
further, it was necessary to incorporate new frames ground-
ed in a rights-based perspective that placed greater empha-
sis on public health, freedom, and justice. The backdrop of
the Covid-19 pandemic provided a context in which abortion
could be discussed more explicitly as a public health issue.

The new frames we arrived at, after long discussions, ex-

changes, and conversations, were: FREEDOM, CARE, and
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LIFE. We replaced autonomy with freedom in an effort to
explain that the issue was not about imposing particular views
or practices, but about having more tools with which to make
decisions. We also incorporated CARE and LIFE in order
to prevent deaths, physical or legal consequences, and forced
motherhood.

We also learned, through media training and spokesperson
workshops, that it was necessary to move away from framing
the issue as a moral, ideological, or political matter. From a
more positive and empathetic perspective, one that avoided
explicit denunciation, we crafted messages that built bridges

rather than walls.

Examples of These Messages

g“We cannot deny reality. We want public health and legal
abortion in order to protect the health of girls, women,
and all people with the capacity to become pregnant.”

X “My body is mine, and | can do whatever | want with it.”

M‘Legality and access to public healthcare save lives;
we have the opportunity to improve countless lives.”

X “Patriarchy condemns us to clandestinity; illegal
abortion kills us and leaves lasting consequences.”
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Data and Information in Public Spaces: It’s Not All
About Social Media

Over time, the various social media platforms that emerged
brought with them new obsessions: the viral hashtag, the reel
with the highest number of views, the TikTok trend. We came
to understand that, in a country as vast as Argentina, marked
by diverse realities and digital divides, narratives could not
be designed exclusively for social media. They had to leap
beyond the virtual sphere and enter into dialogue with the
shared public space: the streets, the home, workplaces, pub-
lic squares, public transportation, sports clubs, schools, every
possible place.

These street-level actions, involving banners stretched
across roads, stickers, and public posters, were driven by a fed-
eral network of feminist journalists in Argentina that produces
communication and informational materials and campaigns
aimed at helping more people gain access to sexual and repro-
ductive health services, while also advancing advocacy efforts
to promote and implement public policies related to rights and
sexual and reproductive health.

During 2020, while the bill on voluntary abortion was un-
der debate, billboards bearing the message “Legal abortion
is a public health issue” were installed in public spaces across
the country. The aim was to challenge prevailing assumptions
and raise awareness through a public health lens.

Once the law had been passed and implemented, cam-
paigns were developed featuring advertisements on public
transportation and in public spaces, aimed at providing infor-

mation about the new legislation. The messages were simple,
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yet they were designed to address specific gaps in public un-

derstanding that had previously been identified through inter-

views with healthcare professionals:

* If'you need an abortion or want to terminate your pregnan-
cy, Law 27,610 guarantees that you can do so free of charge.

* If you need an abortion or want to terminate your preg-
nancy, Law 27,610 states that you can do so at any public

or private healthcare facility.

Narratives of Hope

In the journey of learning about narratives that many feminist
journalists and communicators have undertaken, one innova-
tive approach I would like to highlight is the idea of “narra-
tives of hope.” In these hostile times, cultivating such narra-
tives is a genuine challenge. We live in an age of apocalyptic
fatigue: the world is facing crises of every kind, ranging from
economic, political, and institutional turmoil to environmen-
tal degradation and war. Within human rights and feminist
organizations, we often focus on denunciation and demands
for change and, although these are just and necessary claims,
we are frequently not heard. In this context, there is little will-
ingness to listen.

It is worth asking ourselves, as an exercise in political
imagination: What kind of life do we dream of? How do we
envision a world free from violence and more just? Is it possible
to imagine that world together with our audiences?

The idea of “narratives of hope” is a pragmatic strategy in-

formed by history, communication theory, activist experiences,
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and insights from neuroscience and cognitive linguistics. Its
leading proponent is Thomas Coombes, who has developed
five core principles that may prove useful for imagining a new

feminist narrative:

1. Communicate from the Possibility of Change, Not from Fear.

2. Show What We Stand For (Not Just What We Oppose).

3. Focus on Making Concrete Solutions Visible (Rather Than
Merely Identifying Problems)

4. About Opportunities, Not Just Risks.

5. When It Is Necessary to Talk About Violence, Portray Vic-
tims as Heroines Who Can Draw on Human Rights to Im-
prove Their Circumstances.

If we keep these principles in mind, the narrative shift we can
propose is:

* Moving from FEAR to the Possibility of TRANSFOR-
MATION: Agency in the Present.

*  Moving from Identifying PROBLEMS to MAKING SO-
LUTIONS VISIBLE: Transformation and Social Change
Are Possible.

* Moving from Talking About RISKS to Talking About
OPPORTUNITIES.

*  Moving from VICTIMS to HUMAN BEINGS.

* Moving from NOSTALGIA to INVESTING IN THE
FUTURE.

+ Startwith Shared Values: Respect, Empathy, Hope, Solidari-
ty, Humanity, Care, Well-Being, Dignity, and Responsibility.
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With hope, without silence

From the perspective of the narrative shift we adopted in craft-
ing stories to secure the right to abortion, it was crucial to make
a shift and start showcasing what we support—not just what
we oppose—as well as highlighting concrete solutions already
underway. In this regard, all the stories and news reports about
Socorristas en Red and the organizations that support people
through pregnancy terminations played a key role.

We learned that amplifying positive stories
and making solutions visible can help bring
about real change and transform the narrative
surrounding activism. In journalism, this
approach is known as “solutions journalism”.

Thomas Coombes, who developed the concept of “narratives
of hope,” argues: “Let us not talk about shrinking civic space,
but about humanity’s shared future”.

Studies on the subject suggest that, in many cases, those
who do not support our claims and demands are not neces-
sarily unconvinced by them, nor are they always opponents;
rather, they do not see those demands as achievable. Hence
the importance of envisioning and shaping futures together.

Byung-Chul Han, the South Korean philosopher, writes
in The Spirit of Hope: “Fear only sets up warning signs.
Hope, by contrast, leaves markers and signposts along the
way. Hope is the only thing that sets us on a path. It pro-
vides us with meaning and direction, whereas fear makes
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movement impossible.” He adds: “Hope does not isolate;
rather, it reconciles, connects, and unites”.

The struggle for legal, safe, and free abortion in Argentina
brought us together and gave us a sense of belonging, while also
enabling us to reach people we had never reached before. If it
was possible here, in the far South, it is possible elsewhere. The
point is not to export the experience, but to imagine situated
feminist narratives shaped by the realities of each context. I like
to think of feminisms as a conversation: sometimes it can be
massive, and at other times it is a whisper. At times, it is a collec-
tive cry that brings many people together; at others, it is a mes-
sage in a bottle cast into the sea. What matters is that we never
stop talking, and that silence is never again an option for us.
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Caring for Life,
Weaving Peace




Rosa Emilia Salamanca

Feminist leader and expert in peacebuilding. Director of the
Corporation for Social and Economic Research and Action (CIASE),
consultant on the Women, Peace and Security agenda, and member
of the women’s group that incorporated a gender perspective into
Colombia’s Peace Agreement with the FARC.

CARING FOR LIFE, WEAVING PEACE

This text was born in company. It is the fruit of many conver-
sations over time—around a fire, in workshop rooms, at con-
ferences, and in gatherings with friends and colleagues who
hold different worldviews—about violence against women and
about security.

It took shape through affection and listening, using fem-
inist participatory action research (FPAR)', and was driven
by curiosity about how we interpret reality from within our
own surroundings. It is an invitation to seek new perspectives
alongside a wide range of women leaders from urban and ru-
ral settings—mestiza, Indigenous, and Afro-descendant Lat-
in American women like you—who recreate life every day,

activate transformative resilience? find harmonious ways to

Feminist participatory action research (FPAR) is a collective research meth-
od that brings together contributions from the social sciences and approach-
es such as those of Paulo Freire and Orlando Fals Borda with feminist po-
litical activism. It secks to transform gender and power inequalities through
the horizontal participation of communities of women and gender-diverse
people, recognizing them as co-researchers of their own reality in order to
generate immediate social change within their territories.

2 For me, transformative resilience goes far beyond resisting or “empower-
ing ourselves.” It is the fruit of the many lessons we have gained, whether
through joy or suffering. It is the reflective pause, the deep acknowledge-
ment of our histories, and the lessons that difficult moments leave us. From
these emerge new tools, shared strategies, and a renewed awareness that
drives us forward with a strength capable of transforming reality.
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transform fragile environments, and play a leading role in
building many forms of knowledge.

For me, particularly in the work undertaken here, research
means conversation; it is a constructive political practice that
enriches the relationship between knowing and doing. In this
way, from the micro, meso, and macro levels®, we understand
the origins of the situations that affect us and design caring
and persistent ways to transform them. This is therefore not a
text to be filed away; it is a meeting place containing analysis,
practical tools, and questions that invite us to think collectively.

What Kind of Security Are We Being Offered, and
Why Do We Still Feel Afraid?

When we reflect on the forms of violence that affect us, we
inevitably ask: what do they have to do with security? Above
all, what kind of security are we being offered when the State
insists that it protects us, yet women continue to feel afraid?
This question is the thread running through our analy-
sis. When we examine institutional discourse, we uncover a
fundamental political problem: many forms of security have

been conceived without women or are profoundly restrictive

* By the micro, meso, and macro levels, I mean three interconnected dimen-
sions of our reality: the micro encompasses what is closest and most im-
mediate to our situated position (the body, the home, everyday life); the
meso corresponds to the intermediate level (the community, the local orga-
nization, the neighborhood); and the macro encompasses the structural and
global forces that also shape and affect us. Awareness of these connections
1s vital to developing effective strategies for rejecting all forms of violence.
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for us. Traditionally, the architecture of order has rested on
the archetype of Homo Securitas*, a patriarchal analytical con-
cept that understands security as synonymous with control,
surveillance, punishment, restrictions on autonomy, or the dis-
appearance of those who think, live, or feel differently. This
model prioritizes the State, its territory, and its material and
institutional elements over people, assuming that tranquility
means greater moral, personal, and territorial control.

However, when we observe our reality as diverse women
and leaders from our situated perspectives®, we see that, de-
spite promises of security and State control, we all walk quick-
ly along dark streets, feel tension in spaces of participation, ex-
perience fear on public transport, and often face danger even
in our own homes.

So why do we feel this insecurity and lack of protection?

* Homo Securitas: we understand this concept as the archetype through
which the patriarchal system has defined how, for whom, and in which
spheres security should be managed. It is an architecture designed by men
in positions of power to serve the interests of patriarchal domination; it is
therefore a form of security strictly based on control and the management
of force through pacts among men. Because it was conceived neither from
life nor for life, this form of security neither embraces nor protects women.

® Situated perspective: drawing on Donna Haraway’s concept of situated
knowledge, developed in Science, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention
of Nature (1995), this refers to the specific social, historical, bodily, and geo-
graphical position from which we experience reality and produce knowl-
edge. It begins from the premise that no perspective is neutral or universal,
since everything we think is conditioned by our bodies and our place in
society. Inhabiting this perspective requires acknowledging our own par-
tiality in order to build more transparent, ethical, and responsible knowl-
edge. This position is dynamic and changes as women transform the power
relations around them.
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Fear persists because, under the logic of
Homo Securitas, dominant security confuses
tranquility with surveillance.®

This form of security was not designed to place the lives and
well-being of women—and human beings in general—at the
center, but rather the security of the State, understood exclu-
sively as the monopoly of State force and the defense of terri-
torial sovereignty over human bodies. For women and their
communities, it therefore tends to translate into distance and
suspicion, in the construction of an internal enemy, or a de-
layed and indifferent response.

One reality thus becomes evident: security as we know it
was not designed to protect us. Violence is a clear expression of
this fact: it continues, does not disappear, and directly affects
our participation, our daily lives, and peacebuilding. In re-
sponse, we urgently need to build a form of security that genu-
inely embraces and prioritizes us and provides comprehensive
responses to the constant lack of protection we experience.

The Continuum of Violence’: The Invisible Thread of
Insecurity, from the Everyday to the Structural

¢ 'This is the author’s own development based on homo economicus, a con-
cept used in contemporary feminist studies.

Continuum of violence: this concept helps us understand that attacks
against women are not isolated events but part of a continuous mechanism
that moves without interruption across private and public spaces. Violence
unfolds everywhere: from the most intimate spheres of relationships and
the home to the streets and institutions. Despite this, the State has histor-
ically justified its inaction in the domestic sphere through the traditional

7
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To understand how this thread operates, it is essential to
analyze the continuum of violence as a continuum of insecurity. This
allows us to see clearly that violence against women does not
consist of isolated events or disconnected incidents. On the
contrary, it forms a systematic mechanism that disciplines
women, restricts their movement, punishes their leadership,
and drastically reduces their participation in public life. In
other words, denying women security and making them feel
permanently at risk is a clear strategy for curtailing their au-
tonomy and making them dependent on a form of security
based on control.

Imagine an invisible thread connecting normalized, ev-
eryday expressions of violence—such as street harassment?,
which forces us to change our route, alter what we wear, or
quicken our pace—to more serious forms of domination in
the domestic sphere and, ultimately, to the most extreme and
lethal expressions, such as femicide?.

liberal division between the public and the private, shielding the home as
an inviolable sanctuary. Feminism, however, has shown that this supposed
privacy actually functions as an ideological trap and a shield of impunity
that conceals profound power asymmetries, leaving violence against women
unaddressed under the false premise that the personal is not political.
Street harassment: I use this term to refer to all those expressions—crude
comments, whistles, gestures, leering looks, or unwanted touching—that
occur in the street, on buses, or in other places without our consent. They
are forms of disrespect that make us uncomfortable, force us to change our
route or quicken our pace, and deprive us of the right to walk calmly and
safely through our neighbourhoods.

Femicide: the most extreme form of violence against women. It is the kill-
ing of a woman for gender-related reasons—for example, where there is a
history of intimate-partner violence, harassment, contempt, or the public
display of her body. Unlike ordinary homicide, it reflects a social structure
of unequal power and discrimination.
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This thread connects the violence of a disparaging com-
ment or verbal assault on public transport with domestic vi-
olence that isolates a woman in her home, and links all of
this to the lethal risk faced by women social leaders, human
rights defenders, and peacebuilders when they decide to make
their voices heard in their communities. We therefore argue
that acts of violence become more serious as they accumu-
late, because new forms of aggression are added to the initial
conditions of discrimination, turning violence against women
into a permanent and growing threat. While the justice sys-
tem fragments these forms of violence and treats them as “iso-
lated cases” without identifying their structural roots, society
normalizes them. We therefore choose to heal these harms at

their source and to view reality as a whole.

Institutional or Social Revictimization:
When Security Turns Its Back on Us

Across Latin America, women experience time and again how
State responses to violence often become additional mech-
anisms of revictimization. We see this dramatically when a
woman goes to a prosecutor’s office, police station, or local
authority to report domestic or gender-based violence and en-
counters a system that is overwhelmed, indifferent, or steeped
in patriarchal prejudice. Let’s consider some everyday situa-
tions that illustrate this reality:
* A husband arrives home late. His wife is getting dinner
ready and has not had time to complete all the care work.
He becomes angry and tells her she is useless, that she does
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nothing and spends all her time being lazy. She explains
everything she has had to do at home and that she receives
no help from him. He becomes even angrier and hits her.
Her screams can be heard outside the house; the neighbors
listen and comment: “Who knows what she did to make
him so angry? She probably went out partying and failed
to finish her duties. It’s better not to get involved.”

* Early in the morning, a frightened woman arrives at a poli-
ce station with visible injuries to her face. Staff tells her that
“the person responsible for gender-based violence cases has
not arrived” or that “many people are ahead of her.” Hours
pass by. Unable to remain seated there, exposed to the pu-
blic’s gaze and without receiving urgent medical or psycho-
logical care, she leaves.

» A police officer listens as a woman recounts death threats
made by her partner and responds with phrases such as:
“Well, he only insulted you; he hasn’t hit you yet. Come

bl

back when he does something to you,” or “It is a normal
argument between partners; it will pass.”

* A woman is forced to recount intimate details of an assault
or sexual abuse in a public corridor or an open office, in
front of other people filing unrelated complaints. There is
no care, no privacy, and no protection. The situation beco-
mes worse when several of those present know the aggres-
sor; the intimidation is devastating.

* A woman calls the police because her aggressor is violating
a restraining order outside her home. The emergency opera-
tor replies that “there are no units available at the moment”
or asks the victim to “try not to leave her home,” rather than
sending immediate assistance. The risk is imminent.
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* A man presses himself against a young woman from be-
hind on a packed bus during rush hour as she travels to
work, taking advantage of the crowd to touch her without
consent. Frightened but angry, she turns around, confronts
him loudly, and asks the driver to close the doors and call
the police. Annoyed, the driver rudely tells her to get off
and argue in the street because he has a route to comple-
te. Other passengers join in and ask her to get off because
she 1s making them late, while some justify the assault by
saying, “T'hat is what happens when you travel dressed like
that at this hour.”

* An older woman signals for a bus to stop. The driver does
not wait for her to finish boarding or secure her footing
before pulling away abruptly, causing her to lose her ba-
lance, hit her knee against a step, and drop her handbag.
In front of everyone, the driver shouts: “Hurry up, ma’am!
If you can’t move anymore, stay at home and stop getting
in the way—this isn’t an ambulance.” In pain, the woman
gets up and moves towards the priority seats, which are
occupied by young people pretending to sleep or looking
indifferently at their phones. No one gives up their seat,
so she is forced to ride standing up, losing her balance at
every turn and feeling humiliated and invisible.

How Can We See the Continuum of Violence Here?
The continuum of violence teaches us that attacks against

women are not isolated cases or bad luck, but a continuous
chain of abuse that moves without interruption through the
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home, the street, workplaces, and State offices. This reality
shows that the traditional security model-—Homo Securitas—
fails to protect us and leaves us on our own.

This is how the stitches of this invisible thread become
connected.

The thread begins with the overload of care work at home
and escalates from insults to physical assault. The communi-
ty conceals the violence through its silence and suspicion of
the woman, turning the home into a territory of insecurity.
Then, when she dares to report the abuse, she finds police
stations that make her wait for hours or ignore her, punishing
her for breaking the silence. This becomes worse when she
is economically dependent on the aggressor, as she is often
forced to withdraw the complaint. The thread continues when
authorities describe death threats as “normal arguments be-
tween partners,” disregard warnings, and open the door to
possible femicide. Forcing a victim to recount intimate details
in a public corridor undoubtedly destroys her dignity and
revictimizes her. Similarly, when the police fail to respond
while the aggressor violates a restraining order, the frequent
ineffectiveness of official protection mechanisms becomes ev-
ident. The thread then reaches public indifference towards
street harassment, justified by drivers and public transport us-
ers, showing that women’s freedom continues to be judged in
the streets. Finally, intersectional violence appears in old age,
where sexism and ageism overlap: treating an older woman
harshly on public transport completely undermines her physi-
cal and emotional security.

These forms of violence show that the State and society, in

their current structures, do not provide us with answers.
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Security fails when, instead of offering a safe
environment, women are routinely required to
repeat accounts of their trauma while their
credibility is questioned.

“What time was it?” “What were you wearing?” “Why do you
want to report it if it was not that serious?” Ineffective pro-
tection measures are imposed while the State’s control mech-
anisms focus on “truly important matters,” leaving women
completely unprotected.

Dismantling the Narrative of Blame™"

Insecurity and victimization largely depend on making us
feel guilty for failing to conform to the demands of control.
Questions such as “Why were you in that place?” or “Why
do you lead those processes?” are favored by a control-based
approach to security, whose purpose is to shift responsibility
onto women themselves and require us to restrict our freedom
as a means of prevention. In response, we affirm:

Being safe 1s a right, and ensuring safe environ-
ments is a shared responsibility of the State and
society—not an imposed restriction.

' From a feminist perspective, blame is a mechanism through which society
constructs expectations of how women ought to be. It is a pervasive form
of control that we normalize and that serves either to punish us from the
outside or to lead us to judge ourselves for failing to comply with the gender
mandates imposed on us.
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Blame and double standards are not merely opinions; they are
invisible forces that ultimately protect aggressors and punish
victims through four mechanisms:

1. Blame in the street: women are made to believe that our
safety depends on behaving properly and avoiding the
streets at certain times, thereby restricting our freedom.

2. The perfect victim (ELSA, n.d.): the justice system requires
an assaulted woman to be morally perfect before it will
believe her, judging her behavior instead of punishing the
aggressor.

3. Blame within the relationship: traditional morality requires
women to endure violence under the pretext of saving the
family (“you have to be patient with him” or “I hit you be-
cause I love you”)"! leaving them paralyzed.

4. Fear of what people will say and of social stigma: when a
woman chooses freedom, separates from her partner, or re-
ports abuse, society punishes her through moral judgement

and gossip, driving her into silence.

Ultimately, blame reverses the roles of victim and perpetrator:
it absolves the State and society of responsibility and places the
entire burden on the woman.

""" This is a traditional saying that illustrates the normalization of punishment

against women.
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The Body as Territory: Political Violence and Fear—
Violence as a Barrier to Our Participation

The body, mind, and emotions are the first territory of every
human being. Unfortunately, the logics of punishment and
control often target these territories to discourage women from
organizing and participating actively. It is therefore clear that
when a woman leader, human rights defender, or peacebuilder
1s harmed, a warning is sent to an entire collective, weakening
the social fabric and obstructing the transformations generat-
ed by her participation.

Political participation is not merely physical presence in de-
cision-making spaces; it profoundly challenges the established
order, since throughout history patriarchy has assigned wom-
en to silence, docility, and the private sphere. When women
take leadership roles in organizing processes, they disrupt the
forms and priorities of Homo Securitas. We do not merely occu-
py a seat in traditional spaces; we transform how politics are
done: we place care for life at the center, demand transparen-
cy, unravel the logics of conflict and war, and propose spaces
for dialogue.

Organized women challenge the system
because they demonstrate that it 1s possible
to build power without domination and
security without repression.

Yet attacks against women leaders are not isolated events;
they are ways of teaching lessons about discipline and order
to generate fear. When gender-based violence, systematic

CARING FOR LIFE, WEAVING PEACE

defamation, or online harassment is used, the aim goes far
beyond silencing one particular woman: it acts as a warning
to the entire community. Gender-based violence seeks to de-
grade the bodies of women leaders as though they were ter-
ritory open to abuse, sending a clear message: “T'his is what
happens to those who dare to disobey.”

These invisible threads therefore continue to weave inse-
curity: fear of harassment, threats, or the danger of assault
makes us think twice before attending a meeting, running for
election, or leading a group, thereby restricting our mobility
and our voice. Violence and coercion also emerge at work or
within intimate relationships because of financial dependence.
This is compounded by the lack of resources available to sus-
tain women’s and feminist organizations, obstructing contin-
ued political participation. Attacks also take place on social
media: when a woman assumes a leadership role, the attacks
are directed not at her ideas but at her body, her sex life, or her
role as a mother, seeking to destroy her reputation so that she
will abandon the public sphere.

We therefore ask: what purpose does a profound transfor-
mation of security serve in breaking this invisible thread of
violence? It matters because security grounded in a feminist,
intersectional approach to care focuses not on protecting the
State but on ensuring State protection for human beings in all
their diversity. This approach examines the multiple intersect-
ing forms of discrimination and violence and frames security
as a comprehensive conversation oriented towards a reimag-

ined form of care grounded in redistribution and freedom.
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From this perspective, a society’s security is
measured by access to a dignified life free from
normalized violence.

Lessons from Colombia’s Path towards Peace

Women in Colombia have been a driving force in peacebuild-
ing, weaving hope from the most remote corners of the coun-
try to national decision-making spaces. In the face of the log-
ics of war and militarization, women leaders, human rights
defenders, and peacebuilders have demonstrated that genuine
protection grows out of working with people in the regions.
A fundamental milestone in this advocacy was the women’s
movement’s pressure to create the Gender Subcommission
within the Final Peace Agreement (Government of Colombia
& FARC-EP, 2016), demonstrating that participation must not
be decorative but must carry binding decision-making power.

Beyond the territorial and national achievements of this
process, we have learned profound lessons. The most import-
ant is to question why the Agreement did not address security
in depth—a field from which we had historically been exclud-
ed. Peace and security are generally viewed as separate and
opposing fields, especially through the lens of control-based se-
curity. The lesson, however, is that peace and security ground-
ed in feminist, intersectional, and care-based approaches are
vital for recognizing how inequalities of gender, age, class, and
ethnic and cultural belonging intersect, allowing us to see the
structural roots of violence. Peacebuilding in our countries is

therefore not only about signing agreements; it is an ongoing
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dialogue that requires building bridges and organizing every-
day networks in which mutual care guarantees genuine and
lasting peace.

In the face of multiple forms of insecurity, women respond
through networks of care: community early-warning systems,
circles for listening and emotional healing, feminist accompa-
niment along legal pathways, and the promotion of dialogue
among multiple actors and levels to strengthen democracy.
Caring for one another is a transformative act that moves
us away from control and builds peace within territories and
organizations.

In this sense, international instruments such as United Na-
tions Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000) come to life
when we understand them and adopt them from a situated
perspective. This means translating the global standard into
the realities of the home (micro), the organization (meso), and
the country or region (macro), so that it can support women
leaders, defenders, and peacebuilders as they protect their en-
vironments and engage with institutions on equal terms.

It is time to transform our mindset and move towards a
situation in which addressing the violence we face means mak-
ing people’s overall well-being, health, food security, economic
autonomy, and happiness our collective priorities, displacing
the obsession with material, territorial, and punitive control.
In the face of a security model that prefers us to be silent, we
cultivate autonomy and well-being through new dimensions of
everyday security.

We have reached this point with an unshakable certainty
that must resonate in every place where women work, partic-
ipate, live, and dream: security can no longer be synonymous

253



COLECTIVA

with control, surveillance, or restrictions imposed on our bod-
ies and territories.

For us, being safe with dignity means demanding and
building the real conditions for a dignified life: autonomy, par-
ticipation without fear, networks of care, health, well-being,
and freedom. Some proposals that may contribute to collec-
tive protection are based on three dimensions:

* Security through care: to make sustaining life a shared
priority and a network that supports us all.

* Everyday security: to move through our days and our streets
freely, without the shadow of controlling surveillance.

* Comprehensive security: to guarantee real, collective, and
effective access to economic, social, political, environmen-

tal, and territorial rights."

Some Pedagogical Proposals

These proposals are flexible guidelines. Remember that not
all territories offer safe environments: in contexts marked by
intense hostility or the presence of armed actors, mapping
fears or exposing leaders may entail serious risks. Adapt the
exercises by prioritizing confidentiality, self-care, and collec-
tive protection.

12 CIASE and other feminist organizations have been working to redefine se-
curity in this way. Their work has also produced a protection tool ground-
ed in this approach called SAYA (Safe Here and Now) (Corporation for
Social and Economic Research and Action, 2025).
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Tool 1: “The Map of Our Fears and Strengths”

* Objective: to collectively identify support networks and safe
spaces in the face of institutional or territorial control.

* Suggested duration: 45 minutes.

* Materials: paper and markers (optional; the exercise may
also be carried out through spoken dialogue if the context
requires discretion).

* Basic steps:

1. Sitin a circle and discuss the places in our surroundings
where we feel the greatest calm and trust (the home of
someone in a support network, a community space).

2. Realistically assess how safe these spaces are and what
we need to strengthen them without exposing our-
selves to risk.

3. Agree on discreet communication channels among par-
ticipants for early warnings.

* Closing questions: What networks do we currently have to
care for one another without exposing ourselves to danger?
What confidentiality agreements do we need to maintain?

Tool 2: “Changing the Script” (Forum Theatre)

* Objective: to collectively rehearse dignified responses to
institutional coldness, revictimization, or stigmatization
when we are blamed for our own insecurity.

* Suggested duration: 45 minutes.

* Materials: none.

* Basic steps:

1. Briefly act out an everyday scene in which a woman
seeks institutional support and receives a bureaucratic

or indifferent response.
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2. Pause the scene and reflect on how that frustration af-
fects us bodily.

3. Repeat the scene, allowing participants to intervene
and propose firm responses grounded in rights and mu-
tual support.

* Closing questions: How does our security change when we
decide not to face institutions alone? What legal or collecti-
ve tools support our demands?

Tool 3: “The Care Thermometer”

* Objective: to measure the state of personal, collective, and
political care within our organizational spaces and assess
how we care for one another.

* Suggested duration: 30 minutes.

* Materials: a sheet of paper with a thermometer diagram
(cold, warm, hot).

* Basic steps:

1. Discuss three dimensions: personal care (health/rest),
collective care (internal relationships), and political care
(guarantees for participation).

2. Collectively place the current state of each dimension
on the thermometer.

3. Define one minimum, feasible well-being agreement for
the following week.

* Closing questions: Are we reproducing dynamics of control
or genuine care within our organizations? What concrete
action can we adjust today?

CARING FOR LIFE, WEAVING PEACE

Dear reader and companera,; this book is neither a doc-
ument to be filed away nor an endpoint; it is a living tool for
opening conversations in rural communities, neighborhoods,
and organizations. Peace is not a distant signature or an in-
stitutional promise: it i1s woven daily through our everyday
actions, shared words, and the conviction that caring for one
another 1s a transformative act. Caring for life is our horizon;
dismantling control-based security and weaving peace is our
commitment today.
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REVOLUTION AND PUNISHMENT

In this chapter, I reflect, from a decolonial and intersectional
feminist perspective, on the strategies of resistance employed
by Cuban women human rights defenders who have experi-
enced imprisonment or prolonged detention in the context of
the Cuban regime. Between 2022 and 2024, I had the privi-
lege of interviewing several of them and of accessing addition-
al testimonies and reports as part of my work with the Initiative
Jor Research and Advocacy (Iniciativa AC).

The prison experience under the Cuban regime presents
particular characteristics associated with a shifting legal-polit-
ical apparatus, its ideological rhetoric, and a surveillance struc-
ture marked by a dual form of oppression: gender-based and
ideological. These dynamics are embedded within a broader
context of authoritarian configurations across Latin America.

Within the region, some cases have received more scholar-
ly attention than others: women who were tortured or disap-
peared during the Southern Cone dictatorships; women who
were forcibly sterilized, subjected to violence, or killed in Cen-
tral America as part of genocidal policies targeting Indigenous
populations; women who were tortured and murdered in the
Dominican Republic and Haiti; and those who were impris-
oned or forced into exile under the regimes of Nicolas Maduro
or Daniel Ortega.

While the focus or intent of many of these studies has been
shaped by ideological disputes or alignments, I start from the
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premise that all these experiences constitute forms of oppres-
sion and should be examined as such.

It is true, however, that women who experience these forms
of oppression perpetrated by the state perceive them in dif-
ferent ways, according to their own lived experiences and the
ways in which these experiences intersect with social class, ed-
ucational attainment, religion, race, and other factors.

In the Cuban case, for example, the social bonds, affec-
tions, and ruptures, as well as the collective memories that
women who dissent from the government weave from within
confinement, and beyond it, are conceived and produced from
within the prison experience itself. These processes have been
studied from different perspectives, often shaped by ideologi-
cal reservations or disputes.

In my approach to these experiences, I have engaged with
the ideas of the Argentine theorist Maria Lugones regarding
the colonial imposition of gender in the territories we now re-
fer to as Latin America. This framework allows me to reflect
on how Cuban women involved in acts of resistance to power
understand and relate to their identities. Likewise, the analy-
ses of the Argentine anthropologist Rita Segato on prison ex-
periences in the Latin American context, and her study of the
gendered structure of violence, have shed light on the possible
origins of these practices, as well as on the resistance to recog-
nizing oneself either as a perpetrator of violence or as a victim.
Finally, the notion of ¢racks developed by researcher Catherine
Walsh has provided me with a lens through which to glimpse
hope in the various practices of resistance outlined in this text.

I do not seek here to define what revolution is or what it

means to be revolutionary in Cuba, or elsewhere. Every person
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who reads this will have their own ways of relating to those
terms. However, the fragments of the stories of several women
human rights defenders in Cuba that I present in this chapter
make visible the forms of punishment employed by a system of
government that wields its particular concept of revolution as
both shield and banner.

Based on these events, supported by the testimonies of
these and other women, it becomes necessary to develop stud-
ies on the strategies of power, not only to understand how
punishment is inflicted, but also how it is concealed beneath
a “revolutionary” discourse. Moreover, it is essential to recog-
nize that practices of resistance to such power emerge from a
diverse range of ideological and cultural positions, influenced
by factors such as place of residence, type of education, social
background, economic circumstances, and access to informa-
tion that may be biased to varying degrees.

The Revolution’s Punishments

Among the repressive practices to which Cuban women who
express dissent toward the state have been subjected to are
imprisonment, prolonged house arrest, covert surveillance,
police harassment, and family separation, among other forms
of punishment.

According to a report by the Centro de Documentacion de Pri-
stones Cubanas (CDPC), based on the “monitoring of repres-
sive incidents and human rights violations occurring with-

in Cuban penitentiary facilities” (CDPC, 2024), conducted
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between March 1, 2023, and June 30, 2024," deficiencies in
food provision, denial of access to medical care, incidents of
harassment and repression, as well as neglect of older wom-
en, targeted abuse against girls and adolescents, and inade-
quate treatment of pregnant women or women living with
chronic illnesses were reported. Although similar practices
have been employed by different governments in situations
of political imprisonment, two aspects stand out in the Cu-
ban case: first, the fact that punitive power, which instru-
mentalizes gender as an additional tool of control, is exer-
cised by a state that presents itself as “socialist”; and second,
that the women who experience these forms of violence do
not necessarily recognize the gender dimension either as a
constitutive component of the punishment itself or as a po-
tential source of resistance.

The Cuban government has maintained,

for more than six decades, the fiction that the
revolutionary project has overcome gender- and
class-based forms of violence. However, the voices
of dissident women reveal a different reality.

In the nine interviews compiled by the Cubanas en Resistencia
campaign (Iniciativa AC, n.d.-a), as well as in others published
by the Centro de Documentacion de Prisiones Cubanas (CDPC, n.d.),

' The report documents twenty-two complaints from seven women’s prisons:
the El Caramelo Camp, the Ceiba 4 Women’s Penitentiary Center, the Matanzas
Women’s Prison (Bellotex), the Western Women’s Prison, the Guamajal Women’s
Prison, the Guantdnamo Provincial Women’s Prison, and the Camagiiey Provincial
Women’s Prison, Granja 5.

REVOLUTION AND PUNISHMENT

an archive emerges that challenges the official state narrative
and exposes a form of violence rooted at the intersection of
ideological control, exemplary punishment, and a patriarchy
that operates both within and beyond penitentiary institutions.

Upon analyzing these materials, I observed that the Cuban
state employs mechanisms of repression and torture explicitly
linked to the female gender, whether understood as assigned
at birth or as a chosen gender identity. These are practices
that punish women for menstruating, for being mothers, for
being women.

Some testimonies clearly illustrate these dynamics. Iris
Maria Marifio (Iniciativa AC, n.d.-b), a journalist detained
following the July 11 protests (11]), was taken to an interro-
gation while her clothing was visibly stained with menstrual
blood because she had not been granted access to a sanitary
pad. The State Security officer proceeded with the interroga-
tion without regard for either the physical discomfort (pain,
irritation) or the humiliation that this situation entailed.

In another case, Marisol Pefia (Lombard, n.d.-a), an op-
position activist, turned herself in to the authorities in 2003
after learning that she was pregnant. She had escaped in 2000
and had not been located by the authorities. Her decision was
motivated by the need to ensure access to medical care during
her pregnancy and following the birth of her daughter. She
served her sentence from the sixth week of pregnancy until her
daughter was one year and one day old.

Finally, some trans women, such as Brenda Diaz (Espino-
sa, 2022), a participant in the July 11 protests (11]), have been
forced to cut their hair, wear clothing associated with the male
sex, and serve their sentences in men’s prisons.
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In these cases, those vested with the authority to represent
the dominant power structure, whether men or women, appro-
priate the male/female binary distinction as part of the mech-
anisms of punishment. This form of appropriation dates back
to the processes of conquest and colonization, as explained by
Maria Lugones. According to Lugones, the very constitution
of gender as a category of distinction is a European imposi-
tion, since such classifications did not operate in the same way
in the colonized territories. The forms of oppression imported
through the coloniality of gender are also articulated through
other classifications: man/woman, pure/impure, human/
nonhuman. As Lugones (2011) argues, “The behaviors of the
colonized and their personalities/souls were judged as bestial
and therefore ungendered, promiscuous, grotesquely sexual,
and sinful” (p. 107). Within this logic, the feminine becomes
associated with impurity and, often, with immorality.

Some of the ways in which this matrix of domination has
been reproduced and remains in force can be identified in the
cases analyzed here: violence inflicted through a deliberate in-
dulgence in bodily suffering, as in Marifio’s case; motherhood
transformed into a source of guilt, as in the cases of Peiia,
Nieto, Gongora, and others; or identity itself turned into both
punishment and a cause for shame, as occurs with Diaz and

other trans women (Hernandez, 2023).

Making Sense of Punishment

In women’s prisons, it is generally women who serve as officers:
they monitor, organize, control relationships and activities,

REVOLUTION AND PUNISHMENT

regulate behavior, and administer punishment. For this rea-
son, and because most of the women whose testimonies I have
presented here are regarded primarily as political dissidents,
some do not recognize that a significant portion of the vio-
lence they have endured is also rooted in gender oppression.

When explicitly asked whether they felt discriminated
against during their time in prison, several of the women
tended to interpret these experiences primarily through an
ideological lens, downplaying or minimizing the gendered
component. Thus, in response to this question, one of them
stated: “Anyone who stands up to them, they do not care what
color you are or who you are, they mistreat you” (Pefia, in
Lombard, n.d.-a). Another remarked: “Because of my ideol-
ogy, from the very beginning [I felt discriminated against in
prison]. The treatment we received from the guards was very
harsh. We also felt excluded by the other inmates, who looked
down on us as a result of years of indoctrination” (Garrido,
in Fernandez, n.d.). More succinctly, a third woman simply
replied: “Because of my political views, yes” (Solaya, in Inicia-
tiva AC, n.d.-c).

These responses suggest that the gendered dimension of
the violence experienced in confinement is seldom explic-
itly identified as such by the women themselves and is often
subsumed under explanations centered on ideological perse-
cution, even when the practices described reveal a clear gen-
der-based component.

However, this interpretation becomes more complex in
light of two additional elements introduced by Salcedo in her
testimony (Fernandez, 2024). First, imprisoned women them-

selves may, at times, reproduce oppressive practices. As she
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explains, “they use the most violent prisoners to repress those
of us who, like me, were imprisoned on fabricated charges,”
a statement that echoes Garrido’s testimony. Second, the vio-
lence does not come solely from other women, but also from
men operating within the prison system. “There are men as
well. There are doctors, young men performing their military
service, and officers who try to take advantage of the situation
and of their position. I shared barracks with young women
who were abused by officers,” Salcedo recounts.

These testimonies make it possible to formulate a series
of arguments regarding the nature of punishment and those
who inflict it. In this regard, the concept of the pedagogy of
cruelty, developed by Rita Segato (2018), helps explain how
these forms of violence are produced, reproduced, and nor-
malized®. Based on the materials examined, it is important to
emphasize that both the women who perpetrate violence and
the women in prison who endure it tend to normalize these
practices and, at times, do not identify them as forms of gen-
der-based violence.

This is the case of Pefia, who recounts being insulted with
expressions such as “you fucking Black woman” and “slave”
because she was not white and, at the same time, opposed
the regime. Another example appears in Solaya’s statement:
“we were the ‘worst ones.”” The language used in these cases
turns characteristics associated with race, gender, or moral-

ity into forms of insult, reproducing a mechanism inherited

2 Segato explains that men’s violence against the women in their households
reproduces all the violence to which they themselves have been exposed,
as well as the violence they observe and come to regard as natural through
mass media (2018, p. 14).
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from colonization that equates difference with the notion of
the “nonhuman” developed by Lugones (2011).

However, other women do explicitly recognize the violence
they endured as forms of gender-based discrimination. This is
the case of Marifio (Iniciativa AC, n.d.-b), who states: “I feel dis-
criminated against. Perhaps many women do not feel this way
when they are harassed, especially by men,” and of Marthadela
Tamayo (Lombard, 2025), who maintains: “I insist that, as a
woman, [ have been a victim of all these forms of repression.

(Diverse) Practices of Resistance

But the women who speak in these interviews do not define
themselves by the violence inflicted upon them, but by the tac-
tics they have woven to resist it. Far from conforming to a sin-
gle pattern, these strategies form a heterogeneous landscape.
One dimension of this resistance is linked to the recognition of
a power that emerges from direct confrontation and prepares
them to bear witness and denounce abuse. Garrido’s testimo-
ny is particularly important for understanding this position:

“The regime’s greatest mistake was imprisoning
us; that’s when we saw everything”.

This refers to the ways in which the state seeks to break not
only political will, but also spiritual and emotional identities.
Within this context, collective spaces of prayer for those who
practice the Christian faith, as in the case of the Garrido sis-
ters, as well as the willingness to care for and support other

271



COLECTIVA

inmates, as recounted by Pefia and Salcedo, emerge as forms
of collective action oriented toward the community, a funda-

mental step in these women’s struggles.

Another central practice of resistance has been
the public exposure of violence: denouncing,
writing, and bringing it to light.

From within prison, some significant examples include the let-
ter, signed in blood, that ten Cuban women political prisoners
incarcerated following the July 2021 protests addressed to the
President of the Republic, Miguel Diaz-Canel Bermudez (Ro-
driguez, 2023), as well as the hunger strikes undertaken by
Aymara Nieto, Garrido, Lizandra Géngora, Yunaiki Linares,
and Pefia, among others. These actions are complemented by
protests and sit-ins, both individual and collective, as well as
letters and complaints submitted to international bodies.

For other interviewees, a central tool of struggle
has been the strategic use of the law.

The activist Maria Mercedes Benitez Rodriguez (Lombard,
2025), who was detained in 2020 for supporting a hunger strike,
appealed a fine imposed against her and succeeded in having
it overturned. Neife Rigau insists that “the best thing to do
... 1s to denounce and expose the situation.” In the absence of
independent institutions capable of guaranteeing rights, pub-
lic denunciation thus becomes one of the most effective tools
available. Along the same lines, Miryorli Garcia (Rodriguez,
n.d.), who has been detained on several occasions though never
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imprisoned, maintains that “the best way to confront violence
is to unite and leave the abuser isolated and exposed.”

From exile, and from an explicitly feminist standpoint,
Marta Maria Ramirez (Lombard, 2024), an activist who was
not imprisoned but did endure multiple forms of oppression
because of her work, states that “feminism has saved me spir-
itually and physically.” Other women in exile, such as Maria
Matienzo, Kirenia Yalit, Yanelis Nufiez, Camila Rodriguez,
Katherine Bisquet, and Luz Escobar, have continued to de-
nounce, through art and journalism, both the punishments
they themselves experienced and those that others continue to
endure in Cuba.

These are just a few examples that invite reflection through
both theoretical frameworks and personal testimonies, and
that can be contrasted with other Latin American contexts.
In the Cuban case, the distinctive features of punishment are
manifested in the near-total control of information, the ideo-
logicalization of the penal apparatus, a system of community
surveillance that extends beyond prison walls, and, above all,
in a state discourse that conceals these forms of violence. 1
offer these pages as part of a possible handbook-in-the-mak-
ing of practices of resistance “within the cracks,” following
the concept developed by Catherine Walsh, through which to
consider how Cuban women resist through the body, faith,
fear, public denunciation, biased information, the silence of

those who watch, exile, and hope.
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' Workers employed in maquilas, export-oriented manufacturing plants,
primarily located along Mexico’s northern border, that assemble goods for
foreign markets. The term maquila is retained in Spanish because it refers
to a specific economic and labor system with particular social, historical,
and political implications in Mexico. It is also the term the authors use to
describe themselves and the women whose experiences they discuss.

Betty Avalos

Elizabeth “Betty” Avalos Jaquez is the founder and coordinator of
the Rosa Luxemburg Women’s Collective. An activist with more than
30 years of experience defending the labor rights of women industrial
workers in Ciudad Juéarez, she draws on her own experience as a
maquila worker.

Norma Gardufo

Norma Gardufio is a human rights defender and an advocate for
organizing and participation processes among women workers. For
several years, she has accompanied women workers in Ciudad Juarez’s
magquila industry in the defense of their labor rights, occupational
safety and health, and the development of alternatives that allow work
to adapt to women’s lives, rather than the other way around. She is a
member of the Rosa Luxemburg Women’s Collective, where she
promotes processes of organizing, care, and collective power.

ECONOMIC JUSTICE AND DECENT WORK

A Day on the Assembly Line'

At 3:30 in the morning, an alarm goes off that does not always
wake her. “My body no longer heard anything,” Cynthia will
say later. She gets up in the dark, feeling her way through the
kitchen to make a quick cup of coffee before walking to the bus
stop. Outside, Juarez’s dusty valley is still asleep, but the white
lights of the maquilas are already shining like beacons that
never go out. In a few hours, the sun will barely fall upon the
parched city; by then, she will be assembling parts, repeating
the same motion for nine hours.

By seven o’clock, she is home. Her daughters are already
about to wake up. She says she sleeps “in intervals,” as if her
rest was an unfinished puzzle. At noon, she gets up again, pre-
pares a meal, gathers notebooks, sweeps, tidies up. And then
she returns, once again, to the maquila.

! The term refers to the production line characteristic of maquila manufac-
turing, in which workers perform specialized, repetitive tasks as part of a
highly coordinated industrial process. The title “A Day on the Assembly
Line” is retained rather than shortened to “4 Day on the Line” because as-
sembly line emphasizes the factory’s logic of efficiency and synchronization,
evoking the experience of workers functioning as part of a system designed
to operate with the precision of a machine.
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We know that feeling well: being there and not being there.
Being physically present on the assembly line? yet feeling life
outside slip through our fingers amid reports, supervisors,
production quotas, and bus routes that are never delayed,
even when we are exhausted. It is the rhythm of the border,
where thousands of women sustain families, neighborhoods,
and entire communities with a mixture of strength, guilt, wea-
riness, and love.

—Are we living?” a coworker asked during one of our
meetings. The question hung in the room as though it were
meant for all of us... And it was.

Ciudad Juarez, the Maquila Industry, and Us

We write from Ciudad Juérez, a city that has grown to the
rhythm of machines, assembly lines, the dust that blankets the
outskirts, and an industrial model that, for more than fifty
years, has shaped the lives of those of us who inhabit it. The
maquila industry, that great promise of modernity, employ-
ment, and social mobility, took root in our neighborhoods long
before we were aware of what it would come to mean for our
bodies and our lives.

2 The phrase refers not merely to occupying a physical space at work, but to the
constant demand that workers remain at their stations and maintain the pace
of production without interruption. In the context of maguila labor, it evokes
the discipline of the assembly line, where productivity depends on workers’
continuous presence and limited ability to pause, rest, or step away from their
tasks. Beyond physical presence, the expression conveys the pressures of a sys-
tem designed for uninterrupted productivity, in which workers are expected
to keep pace with production targets even under conditions of exhaustion.

ECONOMIC JUSTICE AND DECENT WORK

We are part of that machinery, but we also challenge it. We
began working when we were young, some of us even as children,
falsifying birth certificates, learning to breathe inside enclosed
plants where everything is fast, urgent, replaceable. As Betty re-
called: “On my first day, I wanted to cry... you see the machinery
and the crowds of people. I was terrified, ready to run away”.

That early experience of fear, of forced adaptation, is cou-
pled with another dimension: the home, where we are also ex-
pected to sustain life. And there emerges the double and triple
burden, one that is never acknowledged in corporate or gov-
ernment discourse, yet runs through every hour of our days.

In this chapter, we pause to examine the web of this inter-
section that sustains, and strains, our daily lives: paid work in
the maquila industry and unpaid care work; economic justice,
which remains unfulfilled; and the organized resistance that,
as women and workers, we have been weaving together.

We do so from our own voices, both individual and collec-
tive, and from the voices of other fellow workers whose jour-
neys are also part of this story. Because situated feminist writ-
ing is precisely that: a blend of memory, analysis, body, and
territory; a political practice grounded in lived experience that
seeks to name injustices, imagine what should be, and contest
dominant meanings.

Ciudad Juarez and the Maquila Model: A History
Written on the Body

Ciudad Juarez is one of the most industrialized regions in Mex-
ico: thirty-five industrial parks, thousands of women crossing
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the city each day, a productive system that depends on our labor
and on our bodies, young, fast, disciplined. Yet that is not how
the story is told in our neighborhoods.

For many of us, our first encounter with the maquila indus-
try was not a contract, but a necessity. “I started at fifteen and
falsified my birth certificate because we needed to eat,” Betty
recalls. “By seventeen, I was already working overtime every
single day,” says Mireya.

The governments promised development; the companies
promised a future. What arrived instead were long working
hours, the pressure to meet production rates designed for ma-
chines, not people, and the normalization of practices that
persist to this day: pregnancy tests, questions about who takes
care of our daughters while we are at work, restrictions on
bathroom breaks, repetitive motions that wear down joints
from the age of twenty onward.

Added to this reality is another factor that is rarely ac-
knowledged by outsiders: distance.

Living on the outskirts means getting up two or three
hours before a shift begins. It means combining multiple bus
routes. It means that transportation shapes family life, rest,
and education.

Lorenza explained it clearly: “If I got out of school late, I
would miss the bus back to my town. That’s why I couldn’t
finish secondary school while working in the maquila”.

The maquila industry shaped the city, and it also shaped
the lives of those who sustain it. And in that process of shap-

ing, gender is not incidental: it is the axis.
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Women make up the majority on the line, yet we
remain a minority in decision-making positions.
We are the foundation of the productive model,
yet we continue to be excluded from public
policymaking.

The Double and Triple Burden:
Sustaining Life at All Hours

The Visible Shift and the Invisible Shift

In the maquila, our clock-in and clock-out times are recorded.
But no one records who cooks before the shift, who washes the
uniforms, who cares for a sick mother, who checks homework,
who carries the fear when daughters leave for school, who sur-
vives on barely three accumulated hours of sleep.

Women devote 15.9 more hours per week than men to care
work, according to data from Mexico’s National Institute of
Statistics and Geography (INEGI). And that figure, which
may seem merely statistical, translates in our everyday lives
into a mixture of exhaustion, guilt, and strategies for keeping
things going however we can.

Marisela puts it plainly: “At the maquila, I was there, but
I wasn’t really there. My children grew up on their own, even
though I was there... or at least I thought I was”.

Shifts That Consume Life

The third shift, which on paper seems advantageous, “it leaves
you with the whole day free,” is actually a mirage. Cynthia
experienced it this way: “I slept in intervals. Sometimes, at
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nine o’clock, I was still awake. At noon, I would get up to make
lunch. At one, I would go pick up my daughters. Sometimes I
felt as though we were living in our sleep”.

Sleeping poorly is part of life in the maquila. So is be-
coming 1ill from lack of rest, from not being able to go to the
bathroom, from carrying hot parts, from repeating the same
motion ten thousand times. The International Labour Orga-
nization (ILO) identifies long working hours as the leading
risk factor in work-related deaths. We have always known this

instinctively.

Daughters Who Become Mothers

Another painful reality, one that repeats itself time and again:
when there are no childcare centers, when there are no care
policies, when shifts do not change, daughters become moth-
ers to their sisters.

“My twenty-year-old daughter became the mother of my
other two children,” Lorenza recalled. In that single sentence
lies what this extractive model produces: it extracts time, fu-
tures, and possibilities not only from women workers, but from
entire generations.

The Care Economy from Juarez: Who Sustains What
No One Counts

The care economy explains that life is only possible because
someone sustains it. But for us, it is not a concept: it is the
hands of neighbors who take turns bringing girls and boys
to school; it is paying a woman to care for your children
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while you work twelve-hour shifts; it is the friend who picks
up your daughters because you are still making your way
between bus routes; it is raising children with fear because
you cannot be present.

Angélica Lopez sums it up this way: “Hiring conditions
are structured around male norms, even though the labor
force is predominantly female. Women’s personal lives be-
come a criterion for employment”. Even today, in a job in-
terview, if you are a woman, you may be asked how many
children you have, who takes care of them, who will look af-
ter them if they get sick, whether you could stay for overtime,
whether you “really want to work”... No man is expected to
answer these questions.

A year without employment is interpreted as a lack of need,
rather than as accumulated exhaustion or the absence of sup-
port networks.

And in a context where violence cuts across every neigh-
borhood, where mothers fear leaving their children alone in
the face of the possibility of forced recruitment -according to
recent studies, more than 160,000 people have been incor-
porated into organized crime in Mexico- the lack of time to
accompany young people is also a policy of risk.

Economic justice, then, cannot be defined solely in terms
of wages or productivity. It has to do with time, well-being,
and safety; with the possibility of living without fear, of lov-
ing without guilt, of resting even within our precarious spaces.
And today, that is not guaranteed.
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Between Exhaustion and Guilt: When the System
Becomes Invisible

The following testimony, shared in a women’s support and
accompaniment space, captures many of the everyday ten-
sions experienced by women maquila workers when exhaus-
tion has no collective name.

“Good evening. Do you believe that witchcraft or negative energy
can affect a person’s emotional state that much?... Let me tell
you a little about my situation. I work and I have a ten-month-
old baby. I'm a first-time mother. Of course, my husband also
works and helps care for the baby. We take turns...”

There are moments when the body simply stops responding,
but we do not know why. It is not laziness. It is not a lack of
willpower. It is not a lack of commitment to work. It is pro-
found exhaustion. Yet women maquila workers have been
taught to look for explanations everywhere except in the sys-
tem that exploits us.

“The thing 1s, I always feel tired, with very little energy. It’s
really hard for me to get up in the morning to go to work (at the
maquila). Ive always worked, even overtime... I'm not lagy...”

A young woman, a maquila worker and first-time mother to a
ten-month-old baby, makes this clear when she feels compelled
to justify herself: she does not describe herself as exhausted by
the system, but rather as someone who needs to make it clear
that she is responsible and committed. In her account, there is
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no complaint about the work itself, “I like working,” she will
say later, but rather a desperate search for meaning in the face
of wear and tear.

“But I feel negative energy coming from my husband’s famaly,
especially his mother... 'm not blaming them, but Ive never
Jelt this way before... Or maybe 1t’s because now I have more
responsibility...”

When no structural explanation is available, exhaustion be-
comes a personal, emotional, or even supernatural problem.
It is easier to think that someone has “done something to us”
than to recognize that we are being squeezed dry by a precar-

ious system that normalizes extreme exhaustion.

“But I want to make it clear that his mother does know about
witcherafl, and maybe she doesn’t like me because her son
doesn’t go to see her. But 1t’s not because I tell him not to go. It’s
because her own actions have pushed him away... And honestly,
1 have no problem going with hum to visit her, but he’s the one
who 1sn’t interested”

Here, guilt is displaced: never toward the labor model, always
toward personal relationships. The system remains intact, in-
visible, outside the frame.

“During my pregnancy, I was studying and decided to finish
my degree. So yes, I was losing some sleep, but thank God I've
Sfinished...”
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This search 1s not incidental, either. It is the result of a pro-
found mismatch between women’s life cycles and the produc-
tive cycles of the maquila model. While the maternal body
moves through the postpartum period, breastfeeding, sleep
deprivation, and the emotional and physical reorganization
that raising a child entails, the maquila demands absolute
punctuality, consistent performance, availability for overtime,
and a steady supply of energy, as though the body had no pro-
cesses of its own, as though life itself did not happen.

“Twant to make 1t clear that my job isn’t physically demanding...
I'm not complaining about that. I like working...”

Naming exhaustion always seems to require an apology. The
productive system does not recognize the rhythms of care or
the rhythms of life. On the contrary, it denies them. And when
there is neither the time nor the conditions to pause and reflect
collectively, narratives emerge that place responsibility on the
individual.

“I'm simply looking for some advice: what can I do to feel more
relieved and have more energy? I've even thought about quitting
my job because 1 feel so tired, but I'm still young and there are
many goals I want to achieve... I don’t want to give up...”

Here, another dimension of economic injustice becomes evident:
not only is our labor power extracted, but so too is our ability
to understand what is happening to us. The double and triple
burden, paid work, domestic work, and care work, leaves so lit-
tle room for rest and reflection that systemic analysis becomes a
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luxury. There is no time to politicize exhaustion, to name the
model itself as responsible.

In this context, exhaustion is not recognized as a logical
consequence of the system, but as a personal failure. And that
1s profoundly violent. Because it shifts responsibility away from
the structure and leaves us alone, wondering what we are do-
ing wrong when, in reality, we are doing too much.

This anonymous testimony is not an exception. It is an
everyday expression of how the maquila model disrupts the
harmony between life and work and of how, in the absence of
public care policies and genuine economic justice, women end
up carrying explanations that are not ours to bear.

Naming this is a political act. Saying that it is not witch-
craft, not weakness, not a lack of will. It is exploitation.

This is precarization. It is a system sustained by
exhausting feminized bodies while convincing
us that the problem lies within us.

Economic justice, then, appears as something distant, almost
abstract, removed from the everyday experience of feminized
labor. What kind of justice can there be when a young wom-
an, with a completed education and a formal job, considers
quitting not because she lacks aspirations, but because she is
exhausted? What economic justice exists when the care sys-
tem still fails to respond effectively to the real needs of women
workers, and motherhood is experienced as an individual bur-
den that must be managed “however one can”?

Labor cycles, moreover, are becoming increasingly short.
Constant turnover, instability, fragile contracts, and the demand
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for continual adaptation erode any possibility of balance. There
is no time to heal, to settle in, to build sustainable processes.
Everything is urgent. Everything is immediate. Everything is
replaceable.

Resistance and Alternatives: When Our Bodies Can
No Longer Keep Up, We Turn to the Collective

When exhaustion can no longer be borne alone,
seeking out others becomes a way of surviving.

The Rosa Luxemburg Women’s Collective was born this way:
from exhausted bodies that began to ask questions. “Is this
normal?” Mireya would ask. “Why can’t I see my children?”
“Why, if I get injured, am I not reassigned to another opera-
tion?” “Why do they ask about my children when it comes to
promotions?”.

They began in homes, in neighborhoods, without funding.
They organized themselves to understand their rights, to sup-
port one another, to stand together against an industry that,
for decades, had made them feel isolated and replaceable.

Today, ten years later, the Collective has established the
Center for Worker Support and Organizing (CAOPT), but
its essence has not changed: it continues to work “from the
ground up,” rooted in real life. “We are still workers,” Betty
says. “The legal structure is only a means of being where we
have always been: alongside women”.

ECONOMIC JUSTICE AND DECENT WORK

Weaving Networks to Sustain Life

The women organize to accompany
complaints, create spaces for learning,
document discriminatory practices, demand
public care policies, promote alternatives
through the solidarity economy, and use
artivism and the Theatre of the Oppressed to
name what for far too long has gone unnamed.

A recent study on hiring barriers, conducted by the Rosa Lux-
emburg Women’s Collective, revealed something we had all
long suspected: women face inequalities not only within the
maquila, but even before entering it. Discrimination begins
before the first day, before the clock starts running, before a
supervisor ever lays eyes on us.

That reality creates a dangerous narrative: that employ-
ment is a favor; that we should be grateful for the bus route and
the cafeteria; that if we cannot manage it all, work, daughters,
sons, home, studies, it is our fault and not the system’s.

We are dismantling that narrative.

Perspectives on Economic Justice from Juarez

Economic justice, from the perspective of Juarez, means some-
thing different from what it does in textbooks. It is not only
about the redistribution of income, but also about the redis-
tribution of time, care, and dignity. Thinking about it from a
maquila city means starting from concrete life and from the
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real conditions under which we work, raise our children, and

sustain everyday life.

Imagining a comprehensive care system for a maquila city
What if Juarez had full-time childcare centers, work shifts
compatible with school schedules, safe transportation with
community-based routes, caregiving leave without retaliation,
dignified rest, and wages that made it possible not only to sur-
vive, but also to study, rest, and live?

Cynthia put it very clearly: “I wish I could work fewer
hours and earn a better wage, one that would help me cover
my household’s expenses™.

A maquila that adapts to women, not the other way around
Angélica sums it up this way: “Work should adapt to women,
not women to work”.

That shift is fundamental. It means rethinking the way
workers are hired, what is understood as productivity, who de-
termines the pace of the line, what social responsibility means,
and how power is distributed within the factory.

The horizon of what is possible

Economic justice requires dismantling the patriarchal founda-
tions of the maquila model: recognizing that our lives matter
more than the line, and that care is not a private matter but a
right. A possible horizon is built when work ceases to be orga-

nized against life and finally begins to sustain it.
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A Vision for the Future

We return to the question that lingered in the air: Are we living?

Perhaps living, for us, does not mean having free time ev-
ery day, but knowing that we are not alone. It means that our
daughters will no longer have to falsify their birth certificates
to get a job in the maquila; that they will be able to study if
they choose to; that they will be able to work without their
motherhood being seen as an obstacle; that they will have
time to love, to rest, and to grow.

To live is to organize.

To live 1s to say out loud what for years they made us
keep silent.

To live is to remind the city that without us, without our
hands, our bodies, our care, nothing moves.

To live 1s to allow ourselves to cultivate the deep conviction
that, if we were able to sustain this city for decades, we can

now transform it as well.
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Hannah Maruci Aflalo

Hannah Maruci Aflalo 1s a Brazilian political scientist, researcher, and
activist. She holds a Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of
Sao Paulo (USP). She is the co-founder of the NGO A Tenda das
Candidatas, through which she actively works to advance women's
political representation and gender and racial diversity.
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Thinking from Experience

That political exclusion of women would reveal itself to me
as one of the serious problems of the systemic oppression of
women in Brazil was not a theoretical abstraction, but rather
the result of my research into the achievement of women’s suf-
frage. I understand the political landscape as a reflection of a
structure that excludes women and Black people from spaces
of power, decision-making, and access to rights.

This was, therefore, the necessary trigger for my academic
trajectory to soon merge with a form of engagement that, at
the time, was not viewed favorably within the research com-
munity. After all, how could I study my object of inquiry if I
was so closely attached to it? Or, indeed, if I myself was part
of that very object? Initially, in a predominantly male depart-
ment with little room to think about gender issues, which were
always understood as forms of dissent and dismissively referred
to as “anthropology stufl}” this criticism had some impact.

However, it was with the founding of GEPO, the Gender
and Politics Studies Group of the Department of Political Sci-
ence at the University of Sdo Paulo, together with other wom-
en who were equally committed to demonstrating that the
relationship between subject and object is not neutral, that I
gained the confidence to continue pursuing my academic stud-
ies alongside political engagement. At that time, the writings of
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Lélia Gonzalez, Joan Scott, and Donna Haraway provided me
with the affirmation and theoretical grounding I needed to un-
derstand that there is no science without political engagement,
and that I could not study women’s political participation as an
external or neutral subject, even if I had wanted to.

It was from that point onward that I chose to situate myself.
As a white woman in a country with a long history of misog-
yny and racism, none of those identities could pass unscathed
through a study on this subject; and I believe the same holds
true for any research endeavor. It was during my master’s
studies that I began working as a project coordinator at the
Coordination Office for Women’s Policy within the Sao Paulo
City Government, where I came into contact not only with
the inner workings of policies for women, but also with women
from every region of a city as vast as Sao Paulo. This exposed
me to a world of vulnerabilities that far exceeds the scope of
any individual action.

By interacting with the few women councilors elected to
the Municipal Chamber, it became evident to me that the
presence of women in politics had a direct impact on pub-
lic policies aimed at women in the municipality of Sdo Paulo.
And not only the presence of women elected to legislative of-
fice, but also that of representatives elected to the Municipal
Council for Women’s Policies, which plays a significant role
in shaping the municipality’s public policies and exercises a
coordinated capacity to exert pressure on public authorities.

Convinced that the underrepresentation of women, es-
pecially Black women, in Brazilian politics lay at the root of
many of the problems I witnessed and hoped to help mitigate,
I began to consider how my training in Political Science could
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contribute to that effort. By then, I had already had extensive
contact with women who had run for office but had not been
elected, and who described complete neglect by their parties,
including those that identified themselves as progressive, with
regard to their candidacies. They recounted that they were
initially invited to run for office. It is worth noting here that
political parties in Brazil have been required since 1997 to
field at least 30 percent of candidates from one of the genders
on their electoral lists, a requirement established under the
Candidate Quotas Law. Candidates were promised the moon,
led to believe they had a genuine chance of being elected, and
then, once their candidacies had been formally included on
party lists, were abandoned without resources, information,
or any form of support.

Beginning to Take Action

It was on the basis of these accounts that I joined Caroline Ma-
ria in serving as an Open Government Agent within the Sao
Paulo City Government, as part of a training initiative aimed
at helping women learn about their political rights and engage
politically, both through legislative office and through partic-
ipatory councils. We trained more than 300 women 1in neigh-
borhoods across every region of the city, and it was through
that experience that I came to understand the power of wom-
en’s collective political engagement. I am especially fond of
recalling the case of Fe Maidel, now a friend: a trans woman
who, after completing the training, decided to run for a seat
on the Municipal Council for LGBT Policies, was elected, and
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later became coordinator of the LGBT Policy Coordination
Office of the Sao Paulo City Government.

It was at this point in my trajectory that I also joined the
More Women in Politics Movement, a coalition of legal ex-
perts, activists, and public-sector practitioners formed with
the goal of drafting a popular initiative bill proposing that 50
percent of legislative seats be reserved for women, of which 25
percent, a provision introduced by Laura Astrolabio, would
be allocated to Black women. Within this movement, I was
responsible for drafting what became known as the “Weight 2
Bill” (PL Peso 2). By then, I had already come to understand
that political parties had no genuine interest in expanding
women’s political representation and that, whenever possible,
they would continue to circumvent affirmative action mea-
sures such as candidate quotas.

It was from this realization that I came up with the idea of
proposing a measure that would encourage political parties
to invest in women; in other words, a measure that would re-
ward them for electing more women, especially Black women.
The proposed bill therefore stipulated that parties that had
elected women and Black candidates in the previous legisla-
ture would receive twice the amount of public financial re-
sources for each woman or Black person elected, compared to
those allocated for men and white individuals. As a result of
the collective advocacy efforts of the More Women in Politics
Movement, which involved discussions with women members
of parliament from across the political spectrum, participation
in public hearings, and the production of technical briefs, the
“Weight 2” proposal (PL Peso 2) was incorporated into the

2022 electoral mini-reform.
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Nevertheless, the proposal was ultimately altered, and the
“Weight 2” mechanism came to be based on the number of
votes received by women and Black candidates, rather than on
the number of women and Black individuals actually elected.
What is the problem with this change? Although the approval
of the law was important in recognizing the significance of
electing women and Black people, the fact that the criterion is
based on votes rather than on the number of elected represen-
tatives does not necessarily lead to an increase in the political
representation of these groups. A single woman, for example,
with a strong capacity to attract votes, could be, and in fact
was, prioritized over many women who received a moderate
number of votes. This change demonstrates how legislative
advocacy is a meticulous process that requires sustained polit-
ical pressure before a measure is effectively adopted.

The COVID-19 Pandemic and the Creation of A Tenda
das Candidatas

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic emerged as a new obsta-
cle. It is important to recall that, during this period, Brazil
was under the leadership of a president whose handling of the
crisis was deplorable in every respect: he opposed social dis-
tancing measures, delayed the purchase of vaccines, and de-
nied the seriousness of COVID-19. These actions had severe
consequences, plunging the country into a state of social and
public health calamity that resulted in a death toll far greater
than what could have been avoided through even minimally

responsible governance.
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That same year, municipal elections were scheduled to take
place. Confined at home, watching people close to me die and
feeling utterly powerless, I joined other women who felt much
the same way, and together we concluded that we needed to
do something meaningful in response to the elections that
were approaching. It was out of that realization that, also in
2020, we founded what is now the NGO A Tenda das Candi-
datas. Without funding or institutional support, we developed
an online training program for women who wished to run for
office, providing instruction in legal matters, political com-
munication, agenda-setting, campaign strategy, and volunteer
mobilization, among other topics. In addition, we launched an
open call to select ten women who would be mentored directly
by us throughout their political campaigns.

With nothing more than a newly created Instagram page to
publicize our initiative, we had nearly 400 women sign up for
mentoring within a single week. We were astonished, and that
number showed us that we were on the right path, as many
women were seeking exactly what we were offering completely
free of charge and online. We interviewed as many women
as possible and, with great difficulty, managed to select ten.
After a long struggle, which included directly pressuring their
political parties to allocate resources to them, we succeeded
in securing some funding for these women, although it still
fell far short of what was fair and necessary. Drawing on that
experience, we also developed a guide providing step-by-step
instructions on how women could pressure their political par-
ties, and on the day of its launch, it was downloaded so many
times that it crashed our website.
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In October 2020, we gathered online to await the election
results. It was a moment of great excitement. Jacielma, a qui-
lombola woman, a descendant of formerly enslaved people
who had escaped slavery, from the interior of Pernambuco,
who received death threats during her campaign and never-
theless chose to stay in the race, was elected, becoming the
first Black quilombola woman elected in the municipality of
Oroco. Thais Ferreira, after being completely ignored by her
party, which provided her with no campaign resources what-
soever, was also elected. In addition, Ingra, in Rio Grande do
Sul, secured a position as an alternate representative, as did
the Mandata das Pretas (Black Women’s Mandate), a collec-
tive candidacy composed of two Black women that, two years
later, took a seat on the city council through Giorgia Prates.

From that point onward, my conviction came to rest en-
tirely in the collective action of historically marginalized
women: women who work within their communities, neigh-
borhoods, and cities to promote collective well-being, food se-
curity, and the struggle for rights. The conviction that guides
the work of A Tenda das Candidatas today, now led by one of
its co-founders, is that these women need to occupy positions
of decision-making power; they need to hold the pen in their
hands; they need to take power. As Carolina Maria de Jesus
wisely put it, Brazil must be governed by someone who has
experienced hunger.

And what does this mean? It means that the perspective
articulated in the writings of Carolina Maria de Jesus, and lat-

er theorized and named by Iris Young, is essential to politics.
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The Lived Experience Embodied in the
Body of a Black and Marginalized Woman
Is Incommunicable.

Therefore, it is not enough to have representatives who claim
to defend or represent these individuals; they must actual-
ly be there. But how can something of this magnitude be
achieved within a structure forged and refined to keep white
men in power? How can a political landscape that seemed
set in stone be transformed? Once again, collective action
emerges as the answer.

A tangible example of this is the emergence of collective
candidacies that bring together politically excluded bodies:
Black women, trans people, mothers, lesbians. This type of
candidacy challenges an extremely personalized and exclu-
sionary political system by asserting: we represent a collec-
tive; we are not an individual project of power. Although
this may seem like an obvious premise in a democracy, Bra-
zil’s fragile and relatively recent democracy is still far from
making it a reality. In 2020, collective candidacies began,
not without facing countless challenges, to win election and
establish collective mandates. This development is highly
significant, as it allows people who previously did not feel
entitled to occupy these institutional spaces to gain the le-
gitimacy to be there and to participate in the distribution of
power. As Robeyoncé Lima, the first travesti co-state legisla-
tor elected in Pernambuco, aptly stated, collective mandates

are instruments for hacking politics.
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The Consolidation of a Social and
Political Technology

Following the results of the first election in 2020, A Tenda das
Candidatas began to organize itself as a collective political strat-
egy structured around three areas of action: the political edu-
cation of women leaders and human rights defenders; political
and legislative advocacy; and the production of research and
data aimed at raising awareness and promoting social change.
These areas emerged intuitively, in dialogue with practice it-
self. There was no pre-existing theory or predetermined plan;
rather, it was a theory forged through practice. In what fol-
lows, I will examine each of these areas in turn and show how,
taken together, they constitute a political and social technolo-
gy oriented toward transforming the status quo.

Political Education

Brazil’s political-electoral system requires that candidates can
only run for office if they are affiliated with a political party.
This 1s where the first obstacle for women in politics lies: polit-
ical parties in Brazil have historically been built to ensure that
white men occupy and retain power. Although women make
up a significant portion of party membership, accounting for
nearly half of all party affiliates across the political spectrum,
this proportion is reflected neither in the number of women
candidates nor, even less so, in the number of women elected.
Moreover, the circulation of information and informal rules
governing political participation is tightly controlled and re-
stricted to those who have long mastered these practices. This

means that political education for women candidates does not
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begin from the assumption that women are ignorant or un-
prepared; rather, it recognizes their historical exclusion from
access to certain forms of knowledge, most of them informal,
that are essential to playing the political-electoral game.

That, however, is not the first barrier faced by women who
wish to run for office. We have found that the most profound
obstacle lies precisely there: in the desire to run or, better yet,
in the very possibility of seeing oneself as a candidate. Many
women who are clearly leaders, who mobilize communities,
engage in political action, and possess all the qualities neces-
sary to occupy positions of power, often do not perceive them-
selves in that way. This is because they are embedded in a
social and political structure that tells them that such positions
belong to men and, more than that, that occupying them may
be dangerous for them.

Thus, political education for women candidates does not
consist solely of classes on the political-electoral system or on
how to run campaigns, although it certainly includes those
topics as well. Rather, it is a process that addresses the multiple
dimensions that have historically shaped the political exclu-
sion of women in Brazil. For this reason, it extends over more
than a year and encompasses areas ranging from organization
and financial planning to the construction of self-image, agen-
da development, and negotiations with political parties to se-
cure funding. In short, it incorporates all the tools we consider
necessary for a woman to recognize herself as a candidate, af-
firm herself as one, and obtain the means to enter that contest
and, ultimately, to win.

However, perhaps the greatest benefit of this process is the

opportunity to provide political education remotely to women
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leaders from across Brazil, thereby enabling the participation
of women from every region of the country and, from that
foundation, to build a network. Socially, women are encour-
aged to compete with one another and to believe that there is
never enough room for all of them. Yet what the experience of
working in networks and collaborating with women from dif-
ferent political parties revealed was that the real contest is not
among women, who are already drastically underrepresented
in elected political spaces, but with those who are systemati-
cally overrepresented within the same system: men, most of
them white and from the highest social classes. This may seem
like a minor detail, but I believe it is the key to collective action
among women: understanding that the way of doing politics
that we know today, exclusionary and oppressive, is not the
only possible one, and that there are alternatives, distinct from
the dominant masculinity that structures these spaces.

This new kind of politics is expressed through the collec-
tive and solidaristic action of these leaders in what came to
be known as the 4 7Tenda Network. It is a form of collaborative
political engagement among women leaders and human rights
defenders from across Brazil who share the conviction that, for
politics as we know it today to change structurally and become
more equal and just, a different way of doing politics is need-
ed, one that we call the “politics of the future.” This concept
derives from a politics inspired by Afrofuturism, or from the
radical idea that Black people will exist in the future and will
occupy positions of power and decision-making. It is no coin-
cidence that the visual identity of A4 Tenda, awarded both silver
and bronze medals at the Brasil Design Awards, was developed
from this perspective. The collective action of women united
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to build a politics of the future is not only about electing more
women, especially Black women, but also about directly influ-
encing the Brazilian political system, which remains deeply
unequal and unjust today.

Political and Legislative Advocacy

It is at this point that the second area of action of A Tenda
comes into play, one that is fully intertwined with the first:
political and legislative advocacy. To understand this, it is nec-
essary to provide some brief context regarding Brazil’s elector-
al system. Brazilian politics, as I have already mentioned, is
extremely unequal and exclusionary, and this is reflected in its
formal electoral rules as well. For this reason, women’s political
engagement, since the achievement of women’s suffrage, has
developed through political and legislative advocacy aimed at
applying pressure and opening spaces for women’s participa-
tion. Women won the right to vote in Brazil only because they
organized to pressure legislators, write articles, build nation-
al and international alliances, and organize demonstrations
around this demand. To this day, that strategy remains re-
markably similar.

Women have been able to vote and run for office in Brazil
since the promulgation of the Electoral Code of 1932. Never-
theless, more than ninety years later, and despite the progress
that has been made, women’s participation as political repre-
sentatives remains far from achieving gender and racial equi-
ty. For this reason, and thanks to the tireless efforts of women’s
movements, Brazil has had a minimum quota of 30 percent
women candidates since 1997. However, this law was system-
atically disregarded by political parties, which only began
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complying with the required percentage in 2014, when they
faced the risk of having to reduce the number of male candi-
dates. Even then, compliance was far from effective, as many
parties resorted to what became known as laranja candidacies
(candidaturas laranja), that is, women’s candidacies registered
solely to satisfy the legal quota but that received neither fund-
ing nor political support from their parties. In other words,
candidates who were not truly candidates.

Throughout these years, we have witnessed electoral re-
forms almost every two years, along with constant threats of
rollbacks to rights that women in politics have already won,
including candidate quotas themselves. In this context, A
Tenda das Candidatas and its network of women leaders have
been organizing since 2021 to resist these setbacks and pro-
mote potential advances, as I noted at the beginning of this
text. What I wish to emphasize here is that this work is only
possible because of collective action through networks, which
makes it possible to amplify these agendas at both the national
and local levels, in every municipality, community, and state.
Political and legislative advocacy depends to a large extent on
ensuring that technical briefs, speeches, and articles on these
issues circulate and reach civil society. To achieve this, a col-
lective effort to raise public awareness, grounded in data and
research, is essential.

Public Awareness and Research Production

It is at this point that the third area becomes intertwined with
the other two. In order to engage in political advocacy, re-
liable data is indispensable, both for informing civil society
and for supporting legislators willing to advance and defend
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the political rights of women and Black people in the politi-
cal-electoral arena. It may seem self-evident to say that Bra-
zilian politics 1s unjust and unrepresentative; one need only
look at who occupies positions of political representation. Yet
that observation alone is not sufficient to substantiate legisla-
tive proposals, mobilize the public, or influence public policy.

This became evident to me when I worked as a researcher
on the Elections and Democracy project at the Getulio Vargas
Foundation between 2018 and 2020. Part of the research was
devoted to demonstrating that public campaign financing was
distributed unequally not only in terms of gender but, above
all, in racial terms. The findings of this study were used to
support the opinion of a justice of the Federal Supreme Court
regarding the rule requiring the proportional distribution of
electoral resources between Black and white candidates.

With this in mind, 4 Tenda das Candidatas has devoted, and
continues to devote, a significant share of its efforts to produc-
ing research that provides robust data on gender and racial
inequalities in Brazilian politics, so that such evidence can
be used in political and legislative advocacy. One example is
the study Combating Gender and Racial Underrepresentation in Poli-
tics (2020-2022): The Impact of the A Tenda das Candidatas Project
(Aflalo and Astrolabio, 2023), which drew on data collected
from the experiences of 700 women in politics and yielded
important findings. One of the most striking results was that
nearly 100 percent of the women interviewed reported having
experienced political violence.

Another study, this time focused on women who ran for
office but were not elected, shows that many of them tend to

withdraw from electoral competition after a defeat. Even more

TAKING POWER

significant is the finding that the training provided by 4 Tenda
and its supportive network of women in politics were essen-
tial in preventing that withdrawal and in strengthening these
women’s determination to remain engaged in political compe-
tition. In interviews conducted with these women, the results
of which were published in my article Challenging the Status Quo:
Feminist Leadership and Political Transformation in Brazil (Aflalo,
2025), participants emphasized that having the support of oth-
er women and understanding that they were not competing
against one another was crucial for developing more coopera-
tive ways of doing politics, in contrast to the approach encour-
aged by their party leaders.

The A Tenda Network once again emerges as a central el-
ement in this area of work. It is thanks to the coordination of
women leaders across the country that our advocacy efforts
have achieved greater reach and effectiveness. A clear exam-
ple of this is the bill establishing Setembro Neon'. As a signif-
icant initiative in political and legislative advocacy, A Tenda
das Candidatas, through its then co-directors, Laura Astrola-
bio, who remains in the organization’s leadership, and my-
self, who served in that role until 2024, worked together with
Congresswoman Samia Bomfim to develop a bill establishing
a month dedicated to raising awareness of and combating po-
litical violence based on gender and race in Brazil. The bill

! Translator’s note: Setembro Neon (“Neon September”) is a campaign created
by A Tenda das Candidatas in 2023 to raise public awareness of and combat
political violence based on gender and race in Brazil. It dedicates the month
of September to highlighting the violence and barriers women candidates
face within political parties and throughout their electoral campaigns. The
original Portuguese name is retained because it is the campaign’s official title.
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was formally introduced by the congresswoman and is cur-
rently moving through the legislative process, having already
been approved by the Committee for the Defense of Women’s
Rights CMULHER).

What is even more significant is not merely the real pos-
sibility that this bill may become law, but the way it has acti-
vated political coordination among the women of the 4 Ten-
da Network. Indigenous councilwoman Ingrid Sateré-Mawé,
who was mentored by 4 7enda and elected in 2024 in Flori-
anopolis, introduced a bill, based on the legislation mentioned
above, establishing Setembro Neon in her municipality. Like-
wise, Councilwoman Keit Lima, who also participated in A
Tenda’s political education program, advanced a similar ini-
tiative in the municipality of Sdo Paulo, the largest city in the
country, making direct reference to our proposal.

A Technology for Taking Power

What I seek to show here is that political engagement can take
countless forms and can be effective in many different ways.
Nevertheless, based on practical experience, I believe that

There 1s no technology more powerful than the
coming together of women who are leaders and
recognize themselves as such.

Hacking politics, building coordination at both the nation-

al and local levels, and reclaiming a power that was wrested
away and monopolized for centuries is only possible through
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collective action in networks. Building a network is not a sim-
ple task; we learn as we do it. For that reason, the production
of materials and guides that document this work is one of the
most important legacies we can offer. In addition to the guides
and research discussed here, I would also highlight a guide
that I developed in partnership with the NGO VoteLGBT,
in which I designed a political advocacy strategy for LGBT+
mandates, inspired by years of intuitive practice and by the
wish that such a resource had existed when I needed it my-
self. It did not. For this reason, I believe that these materials,
offered free of charge, can enable many leaders, not only in
Brazil but throughout Latin America, to appropriate what I
consider a cutting-edge political technology for taking power.?

By sharing my journey, from academic research to the
co-founding of A Tenda das Candidatas, I seek not only to
make explicit a profoundly unequal political landscape, but
also to contribute to the construction of a roadmap for trans-
forming it. The social technology we have built is the method
I propose for doing so:

A web of solidarity that replaces competition;

a political experience that informs research and
legislation; and the conviction that the struggle
for power 1s ongoing and necessarily involves
those who have been historically excluded.

? Other content and materials produced by A Tenda das Candidatas can be
found at the following link: https://atendadascandidatas.org/conteudos/
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Documenting this work and making these strategies available
is crucial for transforming a local struggle into a broader proj-
ect of regional transformation. The path toward a just democ-
racy is still being forged, but power will only be effectively
reclaimed if we keep this network active, continually expand-
ing the boundaries of politics for all those who possess the per-
spective and the determination to change the unequal state
of affairs.
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The book closes. The crack remains open.
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