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Abstract  

This dissertation is a feminist de(s)colonial study with rural women in Colombia. It 

documents and validates the lives, labour and agency of rural women by re-signifying 

place as a site of resistance and negotiation within a neoliberal context. Descolonialism 

is not a concrete theory. It is a process that is alive, emphasising the openness of identities, 

the entanglement of ways of thinking and the notion of feeling-thinking. It is an approach 

that opens up spaces to think from the localities and social spaces of activism and 

research. In using descolonialism as the epistemology for this thesis, I implemented a 

feminist participatory visual methodology, collecting data from two case studies in the 

towns of Toca and Minca. The case studies involved focus groups that included photo-

elicitation interviews with campesina women, as well as the collaborative organisation of 

two photographic exhibitions where further informal interviews were conducted with the 

community. Data for the thesis were also generated through in-depth interviews with 

women activists involved in social movements and organisations focused on rural women 

in Colombia. Collectively, the data demonstrate that rural women are agents in place, 

resisting colonial practices such as the impact of climate change, agroindustries, 

machismo and exploitative tourism. While campesina women experience social 

inequality, they enact resistance in places such as the home, vereda, and the city, and 

contest violence against their territories bodies-lands. As such, rural women in Colombia 

challenge their positioning by hegemonic feminisms and neoliberal projects as lacking 

agency and in need of saving. The research demonstrates the importance of feminist, 

feeling-thinking, place-based research to conceptualising the countryside as an embodied 

relational space constituted by multiplicities and histories. In calling for alliances that 

trouble neoliberal projects (including academia) I conclude this thesis by stating that there 

is an urgent need to support autonomy struggles in Colombia, in the context of the critical 

historical moment after the peace accord signature with the FARC-EP in 2016. Overall, 

this thesis contributes to the growing literature emerging from the Global South that 

makes visible and supports the progressive politics and new paradigms that question the 

colonial bias of hegemonic feminisms and neoliberal projects.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  

Introduction 

It is difficult to explain this to a white woman when the conditions for 

dialogue are not given; look, we do not agree with the imposition of 

hegemonic feminist criteria, but I recognise and value all of the learning that 

I have acquired from all the different feminist currents because they have 

provoked me to recognise myself as an epistemic subject and therefore to 

think myself from the body and the space where I live to weave my feminist 

ideas. With that I strengthen the conscious construction of my feminist 

communitarian identity and at the same time we contribute to the feminist 

movement of the world. Among other things, the step we need to take is to 

name our own liberated languages and cosmovisions and the categories and 

concepts that we are constructing for the analysis of our historical realities of 

oppression, but also of liberation as native Indigenous, campesinas, rural or 

of territories 

 

– Lorena Cabnal – communitarian feminist Maya-Xinka (cited in Gargallo 

Celentani 2014: 17). 

 

This type of feminism does not point to the liberation of women but to their 

insertion to a society which is not defined in terms of class, national cultures 

and ideologies and so it is stable for market politics: it is a feminism to govern 

women. This feminism wears heels, suits, and uses bankcards. They look at 

themselves in the mirror as “actresses” of a society and not as subjects of a 

collective political change. It is a feminism, which has disposed the 

spontaneous organising of women, and neutralised it in non-government 

organisations, foundations, academies and political parties. With that, it has 

institutionalised the discontent, and avoided the retainment of autonomy of 

the feminist movement and its capacity to use its own resources for life and 

for reorganising its objectives in an always changing social scenery in order 

to pose its alternatives. It is a feminism that does not construct autonomy but 

asks for equality, assimilating the feminine world into the masculine, in an 

accelerated race to become Western. It uses some global public policies that 

tend to force women to a supposed individual liberation, masculinising their 

interests in the public sphere and within a capitalist system that is publicised 

as the only way possible (Gargallo Celentani 2014: 44-45)1. 

 

The powerful quotations above provide a strong platform for this thesis, illuminating its 

theoretical orientation, its central debates and its methodological underpinnings. 

Foreshadowed are notions of embodiment, place-based resistance and globalisation. 

Overlaying these themes is the vexed nature of feminist theorising and political action. 

Cabnal’s (cited in Gargallo Celentani 2014) insights signal that while this dissertation is 

                                                 
1 I have translated all original Spanish quotations in this thesis into English. 
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embedded in feminism, it goes beyond the hegemonic feminisms commonly enunciated 

in the Western academic discourse that Gargallo Celentani (2014) describes in the second 

quotation. Communitarian feminist, Lorena Cabnal (cited in Gargallo Celentani 2014) 

asserts that the white privilege of feminism has silenced or marginalised the voices of 

many women. Gargallo Celentani’s (2014: 44-45) quotation further complicates the 

notion of hegemonic (white) feminism by denouncing its deep relationship to neoliberal 

discourses and actions. She refers to this gender ideology as a ‘feminism to govern 

women’. The strong statements above speak deeply to my own journey into 

understanding and working collaboratively with rural women in Colombia.  

 

The embodied and spatial feminism that Cabnal (cited in Gargallo Celentani 2014) talks 

about is one that I have experienced doing my doctoral research. Like Cabnal, I am 

grateful for the different currents of feminism that have awakened me to think of myself 

as an ‘epistemic subject’, and that motivated the participatory component of my project. 

However, as I embarked on the eight months of fieldwork in the campesina’s political 

spaces and territories, the ideas of liberation I had forged in the process of identifying as 

a feminist were destabilised. It was in the campesina’s everyday lives and via their 

accounts of resistance that I came to question my own understanding of feminism. 

Women’s different resistances marked by class, race, ethnicity, and their own 

cosmovisions,2 challenged my urban and, arguably, colonial understanding of feminism. 

I questioned my position as a middle-class white mestiza3 and the privilege that came 

with it. As a consequence, I felt the urge to deconstruct my feminism in order to create 

the type of dialogue that Lorena Cabnal refers to above. Through talking, listening, 

learning, thinking, feeling and walking with women in the field I embarked on a journey 

to de(s)colonise4 my feminism. 

 

As a Latin American mestiza based in a Western university, I had spent time prior to 

entering the field contemplating the power relationships and inequalities between the 

North and the South. As Suárez Navaz and Hernández Castillo (2008) argue, this is an 

essential task for those aiming to contest colonialism. Having spent some time beforehand 

in the Andean countryside undertaking fieldwork for my honours project, and growing 

up in Colombia, I had always been critical of seeing women’s emancipation as a 

                                                 
2 An understanding of the world conceptualised in time and space and attributed to Mesoamerican 

peoples, but widely used to explain other peoples views of the world.  
3 This is my ethnicity that is a result of the process of colonisation in Latin America.  
4 I will be using the word de(s)colonial in this thesis to refer to both decolonial and descolonial work.  
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competition for belonging to a neoliberal system that privileges white Western women 

from developed countries. Despite it being ‘publicised as the only way possible’ 

(Gargallo Celentani 2014: 44-45), I knew there were other ways of articulating and 

practising feminism, and that these were being forged in places where women are 

protagonists and agents of change. Conceptually, this meant exploring how Zapatista5 

and other Indigenous, Black, decolonial, descolonial and postcolonial women, men 

and/or feminists have contested colonial practices.  

 

The work of the academics and activists in the Red de Feminismos Descoloniales 

(Descolonial Feminisms Network) in Mexico, and the group’s books Mas allá del 

Feminismo: Caminos Para andar (Beyond Feminism: Paths to Walk) and Senti-pensar 

el Género (Feeling-Thinking Gender) resonated deeply in my heart. Referencing the 

Zapatista claim that ‘another world is possible’, Millán et al. (2014: 9) call for reclaiming 

feminism from global processes of descolonisation. Descolonial thought is a political 

need that has an historical and theoretical Latin American genealogy that precedes the 

mestizo and Anglo-saxon academic discussions (Hernández Castillo 2013). Indigenous 

women brought the descolonial debate to feminism in different languages, and via varied 

textual and discursive practices. They called for a feminist agenda that is not racist and 

that does not silence or exclude Indigenous and Black women. Using the metaphor of 

being entangled, Millán et al. (2014) explain that descolonialism is not a concrete theory, 

but involves the intention to explore a terrain that emerges from the practices of those 

committed to contest colonialism. This also means that it is separate from the theory of 

decolonialism. Descolonialism is therefore a process that is alive, playing with the 

openness of identities and theories and operating in the entanglement these different 

dimensions provoke. Descolonial feminists question how to develop their own thinking 

that accepts concepts and theories that exist, but that, at the same time, opens up spaces 

to think the new – from the localities and social spaces of activism and research. 

 

Given that descolonial feminism provides the foundation for this dissertation, this 

introductory chapter provides an overview of its emergence in light of critiques of 

hegemonic feminism. The hegemonic feminism I am referring to here is one that has 

universalised, homogenised and categorised women by excluding the voices of many, 

especially the voices of women of colour (see Mohanty 1988). This is the feminism that 

                                                 
5 Referring to the actions of the Zapatista Army of National Liberation based in Chiapas, Mexico.  



 17 

Gargallo Celentani (2014) refers to in the second quotation used at the beginning of this 

chapter. It is the feminism that is consistent with a capitalist/neoliberal system.  

 

1.1 Towards De(s)colonising Hegemonic Feminisms 

 

An overarching critique of hegemonic feminisms has been mounted by women of colour 

and de(s)colonial scholars (see Marcos 2005; Sousa Santos 2010). They have asserted 

that non-existence is produced by colonial practices that disqualify, disregard and make 

invisible voices that do no resonate with hegemonic and neoliberal discourses (Sousa 

Santos 2010). They have also critiqued an ethnocentric and racist version of history and 

the present, in which Indigenous people (peasant 6  and Black) are positioned as 

‘backwards’, which inevitably renders ‘their culture’ more ‘sexist’ as they are ‘less 

civilized’ (Cumes 2014: 78). These perceptions circulate in the everyday, thus 

reproducing the link between colonialism and patriarchy. Colonialism and patriarchy 

have been further enmeshed as some feminisms have isolated the gender dimensions of 

Indigenous, Black and rural women’s lives and embarked on a civilising project, without 

questioning the universalist and modernist paradigm in which processes of colonisation 

are forged and racism is legitimised (Cumes 2014). For example, Marcos’ (2005: 82) 

analysis of feminisms in Mexico states: ‘urban feminist analysis in Mexico has given rise 

to a hegemony that has often defined Indigenous feminisms as the “other”: exotic, 

strangely rooted in “culture” and powerless if not nonexistent’.  

 

In the place of ‘non-existence’, Black, Indigenous and peasant people have created a form 

of resistance with its own epistemologies and political actions that are destabilising the 

hegemonic discourses of neoliberal development and offering progressive alternatives. 

Concomitantly, they have contested patriarchy, racism, sexism and ethnocentrism. For 

instance, there are hundreds of Indigenous women who are discussing, analysing and 

proposing strategies to address not just the struggles of human life, but also the life of the 

universe (Méndez Torres et al. 2013). Hernández (2014) contends that these women’s 

voices, which seem to emerge from the margins, come to destabilise our truths and 

challenge our perspectives of progress and wellbeing. Moreover, these resistances are 

being forged locally, in women’s territories all over the Global South.  

 

                                                 
6 The term peasant is used in this thesis as a synonym for campesino/a.  
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Illustrative of the efforts of women to address hegemonic/urban feminisms nationally and 

internationally are the actions of Afro-Colombian, Palenqueras and Raizal7 women in the 

Pacific of Colombia. Lozano (2016) claims that liberal hegemonic feminism is still 

struggling to accept and recognise women’s diversity, and does not consider addressing 

racism as part of its main objectives. She argues that the practices of resistance of Black 

women have been more invisible and unknown than those of white women and Black 

men. In the case of the Black women of the Pacific, these practices of resistance and 

insurgency are undertaken in the domestic and communitarian sphere, through the 

knowledge and use of different herbs and nature, and through forging close-knit 

communities. Apart from the ethnic, racial and gendered oppressions, Afro-Colombian 

women are part of geographies of terror as a result of the war in their territories. As such, 

they have had to adopt insurgent practices in their everyday. This is illustrated by the 

comadrazgo. This term refers to women reconstructing communitarian links that have 

been damaged by the armed conflict. Lozano (2016) explains that this is a form of 

counterhegemonic feminism emerging from the territories. For these women, the 

construction of decolonial feminism is linked to the un-dissociable defence of their 

territory and to the rights of Black people. Therefore, they have not found resonance 

within the feminist Colombian movement and are wary of calling themselves feminists. 

If they do so they use adjectives such as ‘decolonial’, ‘Black’ or ‘popular’ in order to 

contest the essentialist image of the ‘woman’ in hegemonic feminisms. In a similar way, 

many rural and Indigenous women have not found an answer to their needs in the 

feminisms that ignore racist, ethnocentric and colonial practices, as these negatively 

affect their everyday lives (Gargallo 2007; Suárez Navaz and Hernández Castillo 2008; 

Mendez 2015).  

 

The example above brings to light four major critiques of the discourse of hegemonic 

feminisms. The first critique is of the notion of the individual, as de(s)colonial work has 

argued that human beings are relational and interdependent. De(s)colonial feminists have 

argued that resistance is typically achieved communally in the territories (Coba and 

Herrera 2013). These communal and territorial struggles for equality relate deeply to the 

gender equality claims of complementarity and parity 8  that Indigenous, Black and 

                                                 
7 Palenqueros are the native population of Palenque de San Basilio, while Raizales are the native 

population of San Andres and Providencia. Both of these groups of the population have distinctive 

cultural traditions and have conserved their native language.  
8 These terms are understood as interrelated and defined by the social movement’s territorial experiences. 

In Chapter Eight, parity is often used by the campesina women, while complementarity is mostly used by 

Afro-Colombian women.  
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campesina women have articulated, and which have been critiqued by Western/urban 

feminisms. Ultimately, Gargallo Celentani (2014) contends that hegemonic feminisms, 

denies or reduces the transformative force that Indigenous, Black and campesina women 

create together with the men of their communities.  

 

The second critique of hegemonic feminisms is explained by what Hernández (2014: 184) 

has called ‘epistemic violence’ within the feminist movement. She posits that this has 

silenced the voices of women of colour, by proposing that there is only one way to see 

the world, to understand justice and to be set free from domination. In the 1990s, 

epistemic violence and colonialism were denounced by politically active Indigenous 

women, who argued that to fully exercise their rights as women they needed the collective 

rights of their communities to be acknowledged. They also reclaimed their cosmovisions 

and ancestral knowledge and deployed them to question the ‘civilising’ project of the 

West. Problematically, the colonial gaze that has permeated academic feminism has 

impacted on the way that the actions of Indigenous women and people are conceptualised. 

Hernández (2014) argues that, as a reaction to racism and ethnocentrism, some 

Indigenous academics and their supporters have presented an ahistorical version of the 

Indigenous people, and have negated the contradictions and power relationships within 

the communities, disregarding the impact of colonialism on their own practices. As such, 

Hernández (2014: 185) contends that for those who have taken on the difficult task of 

descolonising their feminisms, it is important to recognise ethnocentrism, and to reject 

the power logics that produce the ‘non-existence’ of Indigenous and peasant women. At 

the same time, there is a need to break ‘orientalist’ strategies that represent Indigenous 

and peasant women as holding ancestral knowledge that is important for other women’s 

emancipation. Giving Indigenous and peasant women the responsibility of ‘saving us’ 

through their ‘alternative knowledge’ is another form of colonisation that does not feed 

into the intercultural critical dialogues needed to foster gender equality (Hernández 2014: 

185).  

  

A third critique of hegemonic feminisms has come from Black feminisms (Lugones 2008; 

Mendez 2015; Lozano 2016). Mendez (2015) argues that gender became racialised in the 

context of slavery in the Americas, and that by ignoring race in gendered analysis we are 

contributing to colonising practices. She contends: 
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If feminists or feminisms, regardless of what kind, have a political investment 

in using gender to denounce oppressive relations of power and to move us 

towards anti-racist and decolonial struggle then it becomes important to take 

seriously the claims made by women of color who insist that the thinking on 

“gender” has excluded our histories and bodies in the making of “Woman” 

and ultimately “Man”(kind) (Mendez 2015: 55).  

 

The critique of viewing gender inequality as isolated from other oppressions resonates 

with the work of Lugones (2008). She argues that the development of feminisms in the 

twentieth century did not make explicit the connection between gender, class and 

heterosexuality as racialised. The feminism of this era based its actions and theorising on 

the perception of women as fragile and weak, as located in the private space and as 

sexually passive. At the same time, this version of feminism was not explicit about how 

these features of women’s lives were inflected by race. Relatedly, Segato (2010) asserts 

that the impunity of violence committed in the home against women is a product of 

modernity. As a result of colonisation, there is a constant privatisation of the domestic 

space, as a residual space. This means that the home is not constructed as a space of public 

interest. In a racist context, the spatial boundary marking around the domestic sphere is 

aggravated. Overall, the domestic violence example illustrates how colonial/racist and 

patriarchal practices intersect in the everyday, and demonstrates that these oppressions 

can be wrongly conceptualised and addressed if race and/or ethnicity are silenced or 

ignored. 

 

The final critique of hegemonic feminisms is embedded in a larger de(s)colonial 

assessment of the homogenisation, universality and institutionalisation of people’s needs 

and rights. One particular area of concern for de(s)colonial feminists is the United 

Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Sousa Santos 2010; Segato 2010; 

Hernández 2014). The essentialist approach to human rights, (and women’s rights within 

this larger agenda), has erased the voices of Indigenous, peasant, Black, Muslim and 

queer people. It is a logic that has prioritised the universal over the local, and has assumed 

only one perspective of rights (Hernández 2014). Similarly, it is logic which presumes 

that Indigenous and peasant communities ‘need saving’ and that it is acceptable to 

intervene and violate their rights (Segato 2010; Rodriguez Castro, Pini and Baker 2016). 

For example, in institutionalised feminist work (academic, NGO, state) it is still common 

for projects to be focused on creating awareness of Indigenous women’s rights. This is 

premised on the assumption that Indigenous people are backward and need to be educated 

out of their ‘savagery’ to be incorporated into the Western society (Méndez Torres et al. 
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2013: 36-37). At the same time, Sousa Santos (2010) argues that the most transformative 

practices in the continent are happening in the heights of the Andes and in the plains of 

the Amazonia jungle. He states that when the terms engaged in the places are translated 

from native to colonial languages, notions such as socialism, human rights, development 

or democracy are not present, but terms such as dignity, respect, territory, self-

governance, Buen Vivir9 and mother earth come to the fore. Progressive politics are also 

evident in the proposals of Indigenous and rural women who are fighting for the 

recognition of their collective and individual rights in their territories. They are theorising 

gender and culture from conceptions of identities that are not essentialist, and through 

political practices that decentre feminist discourses from urban academic feminisms and 

from the ethnicism of Indigenous movements (Suárez Navaz and Hernández Castillo 

2008). 

 

The most concerning issue that permeates the above contentions is that colonialism has 

been internalised. Sousa Santos (2010) conceives of internalised colonialism as a vast 

social net that pervades over society, public and private space, culture, minds and 

subjectivities. It is a way of living and coexisting for those who are privileged by it, and 

for those who are not. Cumes (2014) further claims that in Latin America patriotism has 

been embedded in neoliberal development and in the marginalisation of Indigenous 

communities. It has positioned colonisation as an historical period that has been 

surpassed, and as something that should be left behind as a distant, old memory. As 

illustrated above, colonialism is still happening and has also been internalised in the 

feminist movement.  

 

The first step needed to respond to the colonial imperatives of feminism is to destabilise 

our own feminism and to recognise that rural and Indigenous people’s realities, ideas and 

knowledge are indeed modern. For instance, Rivera Cusicanqui (2010: 55) explains 

Indigenous modernities entail ‘the present’ while also holding ‘the seeds of the future that 

sprout from the deep past’. Notably, there is a need to recognise that current ideas of a 

‘good life’ by women of colour reflect contemporary concerns (i.e. communitarian 

economies, feminine solidarity, body and territory, collective reproductive work and anti-

militarism) (Gargallo Celentani 2014). The process of deconstructing feminism also 

                                                 
9 An emerging discourse in Latin America that refers to a lived practice in which living well is 

determined by life in the community and sustainable relationships with the environment. There is not a 

set definition for this concept, as it is still being constructed (see Salazar 2015).  
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involves rethinking and critiquing personal struggles that support the idea that entering 

the capitalist economy is emancipation. As scholars, we need to approach and support 

de(s)colonial work by talking to and listening to women who come from cultures which 

espouse different metaphysical commitments from those of the West. It is then that a 

much-needed dialogue with women of colour can be established.  

 

1.2 Understanding De(s)colonial Struggles  

 

Across the literature that has emerged exploring rural women’s lives in Latin America, I 

have identified three main claims that have been made about the potential of de(s)colonial 

feminisms. That is, it has the capacity to strengthen territorial struggles as a way to contest 

colonialism and neoliberalism, open up the possibility of understanding humans and 

nature as complementary, and render possible women’s autonomy within their 

communities, and more broadly, within a wider system of oppression (Suárez Navaz and 

Hernández Castillo 2008; Méndez Torres et al. 2013; Valadez 2014; Gargallo Celentani 

2014; Lozano 2016). These three prospective dimensions of de(s)colonial feminisms are 

outlined below.  

 

The first claim of de(s)colonial literature relates to the way that Black, Indigenous, and 

campesinx10 communities have forged their own political claims, drawn from their own 

localities and territories. These claims are embedded in everyday resistances, as well as 

the larger fight against a colonial, neoliberal and capitalist system. Despite the ongoing 

dispossession of peasants, Black and Indigenous peoples in their territories, women 

continue to agitate in their communities. Valadez (2014) states that women are 

environmentalists and combatants, and act in their everyday with knowledge, care and 

leadership. They care for life, the land and its surroundings. They heal, plant, cook, crop, 

sell, weave, construct, teach, pray, think, and politically agitate. Latin American women’s 

discourses go beyond Western individualism and conceive of a worthy life beyond the 

rights of property (Suárez Navaz and Hernández Castillo 2008). The claims for accessing 

land, which have been central to Indigenous, peasant and Black organisations, transcend 

a capitalist logic of belonging to the ‘system’. Korol’s (2016) research on land, territory 

and women in Latin America reported that for several campesina and Indigenous 

organisations, access to land is fundamental to sovereignty. It is an economic imperative 

                                                 
10 Campesinx is used in this thesis to neutralise the gendered and patriarchal connotations of the word 

campesino that is masculine in Spanish. 
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as access to land facilitates autonomy. Land access is also essential for humanity’s 

subsistence and for protecting nature. As such, there are broad rationales for women’s 

access to land that relate to the preservation of life.  

 

Central to de(s)scolonial actions related to territory is Cabnal’s (2015: n.p.) concept of 

‘territorio cuerpo-tierra’. This concept foregrounds the intimate relationship between 

women’s bodies, land and territory. According to Cabnal (2015), if this relationship is 

brought to the fore of everyday life and to political struggles, communities can contest 

the colonial logics that have resulted in dispossession and violence for the rural poor in 

Latin America.  

 

Indigenous women’s bodies’ connection to the territory explains why de(s)colonial 

discourses and actions place the protection of nature as central to their agenda. This is the 

second claim of de(s)colonial feminisms. Lozano’s (2016) work with Afro-Colombian 

women explains that nature within the communities of the Pacific is not considered an 

object that needs to be possessed or appropriated, but rather understood as interconnected 

with human life. A sense of belonging is then related to the rhythms of nature. In Mexico, 

Mayan Tsteltal Juan López Intzín (2013: 97) explains this cosmovision by stating that 

human beings, plants, animals, minerals, mountains, rivers and all that exists in the 

universe has a ch’ulel-ch’ulelal (heart). Therefore, everything has its own language – it 

talks, feels, cries, and its heart thinks. Australian Indigenous woman Moreton-Robinson 

(2000: 19) also elaborates upon the connection of women to nature, writing that 

‘indigenous women self-represent a construction of the subject that is holistic and 

collective in nature’. In contrast, she shows that white women represent themselves in the 

life writings as self-interested, detached and individualistic.  

 

Understanding the self differently as a subject also has implications for one’s relationship 

to others. One of the most significant tensions that rural women of colour have to live 

with in their everyday lives is to explain and defend their struggle for gender equality 

within their communities and to other women. Thus, the third claim of de(s)colonialism 

is for women to have autonomy within their community and in gender equality struggles. 

Méndez Torres et al. (2013) state that Indigenous women have had to specify that their 

actions are for all their people and not just for women, as there is a belief that to claim 

their rights as women will threaten the unity of their people. This is also the case when 

Indigenous women confront critiques to complementarity, parity and communitarian 
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gender equality. The critiques to complementarity as a gender struggle ignore the 

agreement of several Indigenous, Black and campesina women who argue that gender 

equality is under construction and not a reality in their communities as sexism and 

patriarchy are still very latent (Marcos 2005; Méndez Torres et al. 2013; Lozano 2016). 

Still, the issue here is that instead of a critique, there needs to be a respectful dialogue 

around different attempts for women’s liberation. 

 

As they challenge hegemonic feminism, women in different parts of Latin America are 

questioning and recreating their identities and the stereotypes assigned to them from their 

environments and from white/mestizo culture (Méndez Torres et al. 2013). Nowadays, 

women have created spaces for dialogue and for learning other worlds. They have 

advocated for methodologies from the feeling of the senses and from the corazonar 

(heart-ing). The epistemological and methodological underpinning of this research 

project are also created from the feeling-thinking.  

 

1.3 De(s)colonising Place 

 

One of the main focuses of this research is developing conceptual understandings of place 

and space from the feeling-thinking. Indigenous academic and activist Mayan Tsteltal 

Juan López Intzín (2013) argues that achieving gender equality requires corazonando 

(heart-ing). He says corazonémonos (heart-ing each other) makes possible our collective 

hopes as it requires listening to the voices of the grandmothers, mothers, daughters, sisters 

and partners who are vocalising how they want to live, and how we can live in an 

equitable and fair way. The centrality of the heart is one that has been argued for by many 

Indigenous and peasant people. Marcos (2005: 91-91) explains that for Indigenous 

women ‘the heart is the seat of the highest intellectual activities’ and ‘when they get 

together to organize themselves, they say: Se siente fuerte nuestro corazón (our heart feels 

strengthened)’. As such, without romanticising or marginalising this view as a mere 

emotion, we can see how resistance is being forged in the localities, in the everyday, and 

in place through embodied practices. 

 

As well as the heart, place and territory are central to Black, Indigenous and rural people’s 

activism. Lozano (2016) explains that since African women’s arrival to the American 

continent they have developed a politics of place, and defended and reconstructed place, 

in order to create community. African women and their descendants endured political 
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struggles through practices such as the cimarronismo – that is, the people who, during the 

colonial period, escaped slavery and formed communities in the jungle known as 

Palenques in Colombia. Black rural women then constructed, occupied and resisted in 

place with their families, not only in the home, but also in many places beyond it. This 

political contribution has nevertheless been disputed economically, politically and 

epistemologically. Black women’s actions in the Pacific of Colombia forged a sense of 

belonging, as men were often mobile due to the armed conflict and poverty. There are 

many more examples in which territory and place are central to rural endeavours such as 

those concerning The Nasa people in Colombia (Gargallo Celentani 2014), and those 

involving Zapatista resistance in Mexico (Marcos 2010).  

 

When we understand, bring to the fore and visualise the dimensions of the heart, the place 

and the territory, we are walking towards de(s)colonising the stereotypes of 

‘backwardness’ and ‘passivity’ that are often the lens through which Indigenous, Black 

and peasant people are conceptualised. Hernández (2014) argues that the erasing of 

Indigenous and peasant women’s voices was done with a domination logic in which the 

universal was prioritised over the local and only one perspective of rights, justice and 

emancipation afforded currency. Arguably, de(s)colonising the notion of place is a step 

forward to resisting the erasing of women’s voices and to engaging with ideas of 

globalisation and modernities in a way that includes the experiences of those living in the 

rural territories. As Graham (2002: 22) asks: 

 

Why place? Because unless we re-signify the local as “places”, with all their 

specificity and independent possibility, we risk being continually recaptured 

within the global/local binary of mainstream (and oppositional) globalization 

discourse.  

 

1.4 Significance and Research Statement 

 

This chapter has introduced descolonial feminisms, which have shaken my own heart and 

thoughts as a feminist, as a woman from Abya Yala,11 and as a privileged mestiza who is 

seeking a way to conceptualise, research, and support rural women’s activism in 

Colombia in a way that builds bridges for dialogue. Like Cabnal (cited in Gargallo 

Celentani 2014), I am grateful for some of the knowledge and actions of Western 

feminisms as their words have shaped my ideas and politics, but I am also acutely aware 

                                                 
11 This is the first nations (Kuna peoples) term to refer to the land of America before colonisation.  



 26 

of the inadequacies of this mode of feminism for understanding the lives of rural women 

in Colombia. There is thus a paradox in my relationship with feminism. The fact that, as 

activists and researchers in a Western context, there is not a direct exposure to 

de(s)colonial thought is symptomatic of a racist and colonial gaze to feminism that is still 

very present. It is imperative that feminism not be reduced to an emancipatory movement 

of modernity in response to patriarchal capitalism, and instead be seen as connected to 

not only women’s rejection of a hegemonic patriarchy, but also to a racial white 

hegemony constructed during colonialism (Gargallo Celentani 2014). This 

reconceptualisation of feminism needs to be engaged in academia, which is increasingly 

embedded in a capitalist knowledge economy that privileges Europe and the United States 

(Roberts and Connell 2016). As such, it is necessary to rethink ourselves, feeling-think 

ourselves and feeling-know ourselves as human beings, and for that we need to unlearn 

what we know and unthink the system, research outside of it and in another way (López 

Intzín 2013; see also Fals Borda 2015; Escobar 2014). These issues are taken up in the 

following chapters. 

 

Overall, this doctoral study used a feminist participatory visual methodology to visualise, 

understand and re-signify campesina’s struggles in the context of de(s)colonialism and 

globalisation in Colombia.  

 

More specifically, this research aimed to:  

 

1. Document and validate the labour of Colombian campesina women, 

encompassing the changes that have occurred in their lives as a result of neoliberal 

globalisation; 

2. Explore Colombian rural women’s organised and informal negotiations and 

resistances to neoliberal globalisation;  

3. Re-signify place as a site of resistance and agency based on the everyday lives 

and accounts of Colombian campesina women in the context of neoliberal 

globalisation. 

 

In order to achieve the three aims, fieldwork was divided in two distinct phases, as 

outlined in Table 1. Phase One involved two case studies that included participant 

observation, group interviews, and the collaborative organisation of photographic 

exhibitions. Phase Two was undertaken through in-depth interviews with women activists 
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from Colombia’s organised resistances and organisations, which work closely with rural 

women’s issues.  

 

Table 1: Fieldwork phases.  

Research Phase Description 

Phase One Two case studies in Minca, Magdalena and Toca, Boyacá:  

1. Participant Observation accompanied by photographic 

documentation. 

2. Group interviews that included photo-elicitation.  

3. Collaborative organisation of a photographic exhibition in 

each town.  

Phase Two In-depth interviews with state, regional, and global political actors 

that work closely with issues related to rural women.  

 

This thesis draws upon two main bodies of literature: rural geographies with an emphasis 

on globalisation and the peasantry, and rural women’s activism and social movements. 

Given the feminist de(s)colonial epistemic focus of the research, particular attention is 

given to the feminist and/or gender research that has been undertaken with a spatial and 

place-based lens, and to Latin American literature that argues for embodied and feeling-

thinking research. The women in this research differ from the normative subject of 

feminism (see Brah and Phoenix 2004) in that they belong to a group that remains 

marginalised by social practices, hegemonic feminisms and historical contexts. 

The campesina women who participated in the research are presented through their 

narratives and photographs in order to give visibility to their lives, labour and resistance. 

Notably, the fieldwork was conducted after a period of more than 50 years of armed 

conflict, during a time when the largest insurgent group, FARC-EP12, was about to sign 

a peace agreement with the government (August 2016). In this period, rural contexts have 

been at the centre of the demobilisation of the armed actors and further actions dictated 

by the agreement (see Oficina del Alto Comisionado Para la Paz 2016). I argue that, in 

this time of transition in Colombia, the recognition of rural women as political agents, 

and as differentiated individuals, is important to break the historical discriminations they 

have suffered as a consequence of neoliberal reforms, colonialism, conflict (including 

war), and patriarchy. In the following section, I explain the historical background around 

the peasantry in Colombia.  

                                                 
12 Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia – People’s Army.  
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1.5 The Colombian Context 

 

The rural context of Colombia is particularly complex given the nation’s history of armed 

conflict, drug trafficking, United States intervention, social inequality, and illegal land 

grabbing. Nevertheless, Colombia has not been immune from implementing ‘all of the 

key components of a neoliberal agenda – austerity, privatization, de-regulation and 

export-led growth through trade liberalization’ (Hristov 2005: 90). As elsewhere across 

the world, these policy reforms have radically affected rural people and places (see 

Brittain and Sacouman 2008). A significant proportion of the rural population is known 

as campesinxs. The campesinx farmer has been increasingly marginalised as land has 

been appropriated for mining rather than food production and new incentives for the agro-

industrial farmer have ignored the small and medium farming sector (PNUD 2011a). 

Despite the fact that campesinx farmers have advocated for government measures to 

prevent non-enterprise economies from disappearing or being reduced to subsistence 

economies (PNUD 2011a), the most recent agrarian reform agenda offered by the national 

government failed to address questions of land ownership and price regulations resulting 

in agrarian strikes (BBC Latin America and Caribbean 2014). Historically, agrarian 

strikes in the country have often faced social repression and killings carried out by 

paramilitary groups, security forces and landowning sectors (Amnesty International 

2014).  

 

The peasant population in Colombia faces historical discrimination as is evident from 

their high levels of poverty and lack of access to land. Rural residents constitute 23 per 

cent of Colombia’s population (World Bank 2016). Among the rural areas (excluding the 

municipalities) 40.6 per cent is dedicated to agriculture and 50.6 per cent to natural 

forests; poverty in these areas is 44.7 per cent (DANE 2014). While official statistics 

report that nearly half of the peasants residing in the countryside live in poverty, Forero 

Álvarez et al. (2010) contend that the figures do not present an accurate picture of the 

lives of peasant families because they under-estimate the agricultural income of these 

families. They argue that peasants may generate much higher incomes working their own 

land than working in paid employment. Still, this is rendered invisible through a structure 

that claims the key actor, the entrepreneur, is the only one able to adapt to the global 

dynamic. 
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Colombia has also been affected by United States intervention, which is both an historical 

and neoliberal phenomenon. For three decades from the 1920s, the Boston-based United 

Fruit Company (UFC) provided bananas to the world market from the area of Santa Marta 

– a region in the Atlantic coast of Colombia. The period in which the UFC was in Santa 

Marta saw a rise in the number of wage-labourers, as well as numerous strikes for better 

working conditions, which resulted in violent state military intervention and the killing 

of hundreds of banana workers (LeGrand 2008). In a similar way, the free trade agreement 

with the United States (signed in 2006, started in 2012) has produced inequalities for rural 

workers. Garay Salamanca, Barberi Gómez and Cardona Landínez (2009) contend that it 

is unclear how small producers could benefit from the free trade agreement given the cost 

and magnitude of the investment that would be needed to produce in the demanded scales. 

They also report that the negotiations failed to take into account the unequal economic 

relationships between the United States and Colombia (in 2001 the GDP of the US was 

122 times bigger than Colombia); the consequences of opening the internal national 

market to a competitive global market; and finally, the historically embedded internal, 

social and political conflicts of a country such as Colombia. As a consequence, the free 

trade agreement has been established within unequal conditions that have negatively 

affected Colombian small producers who now must compete with imports from the 

United States and international agro-industries.  

 

At the state level, the campesinx sector in Colombia also remains largely marginalised. 

Forero Álvarez et al. (2010) argue that normative models of industrial development, such 

as those promulgated in the national development place, Bases del Plan de Desarrollo 

2010–2014, have positioned peasants as a pre-modern group incapable of change, with 

no rights to land ownership and useful only for cheap labour and as a provider of cheap 

food. They reflect that this is despite the fact that the peasant sector in Colombia has 

historically produced 65 per cent of the nation’s food for direct consumption.  

 

One of the main reasons for the marginalisation of peasant economies can be explained 

through the history of the struggle for land. Claims for land have often been the source of 

violent confrontations between paramilitary organisations, insurgent groups and the 

Colombian army (Amnesty International 2014). As such, those who rely on the land for 

survival – Indigenous people, Afro-Colombians, and peasant farmers – have been the 

most affected by conflict. It is estimated that the conflict has caused ‘the forced 

displacement of almost 6 million people – nearly 13% of Colombia’s population’ as well 
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as the illegal grabbing of ‘eight million hectares of land’ (Amnesty International 2014: 

5). Amnesty International (2014) further states that agro-industrial, agro-fuel and mining 

industries have benefited greatly from forced displacements and land grabs as 

communities have disappeared from regions to be exploited.  

 

Currently in Colombia there are mechanisms in place to re-distribute land to peasants that 

had been lost due to the armed conflict, and to preserve rural territories for some 

communities. An illustration of these mechanisms is the Law 160 of agrarian reform and 

peasant development (Forero Álvarez et al. 2010). Bernal-Morales (2010) explains that 

Law 160 provided economic alternatives to reduce the migratory flux of rural populations 

to cities due to violence and poverty. The ninth object of the law allows for the creation 

of ‘peasant reserve zones’ (Zonas de Reserva Campesina) (see Ordoñéz Gómez 2012), 

which has enabled peasants to access small rural properties. It aims to promote the 

conservation of the environment, sustainable living and rural property ownership for 

peasant communities (Ley 160 1994). Semana (2010), a Colombian investigative 

magazine, has argued for the importance of these reserve zones as an alternative to land 

restitution that provides more safety and resistance in support of the armed conflict. 

Previous experiences of land restitution initiatives outside of these zones had led to death 

threats and the assassination of social leaders.  

 

Meanwhile, women have historically lacked land ownership rights. The Colombian 

national census demonstrates an increase in women as heads of households since 2005, 

but it is substantially low (27.8 per cent) in comparison to men (72.2 per cent) (DANE 

2014). Amnesty International (2014) reports that despite the fact that the right to land is 

stated in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Colombian peasant 

farmers, and specifically women, have had these rights violated. The armed conflict, the 

collaboration between large landowners and illegal groups, and the lack of protection 

given to peasants within the land restitution laws have placed structural obstacles to 

fulfilling the land restitution process. Notably, the report recommends this process needs 

to be gendered focused given Colombia’s patriarchal context. This is because there is an 

invisibility of campesinxs as citizens and a double invisibility for campesina women in 

Colombia (see also PNUD 2011b).  

 

Importantly, the land restitution process was central to the peace talks with the largest 

insurgent group in the country (FARC-EP). The effective role of the government in these 
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talks depended on negotiating the land restitution for the victims of the conflict, while 

assuring their safety (Amnesty International 2014). These peace talks, then, should have 

placed women in the centre in order to assure gender equality for a recovering countryside 

that recognises them as agents.  

 

Unfortunately, to this date, the peace accords and other measures such as the Law 160 

have not been sufficient to change the realities of the peasant population in the country. 

In Colombia, Forero Álvarez et al. (2010) recommends various important changes have 

to occur in order to improve the position of the peasantry. These include the re-design of 

state politics that recognise the peasant or familial producer as a fundamental actor of the 

agri-food economy. The authors suggest that in order to solve issues such as access to 

land, more attention and public policies should focus on the production of familial 

economies and their relationship to the market and consumers. They assert that this can 

occur – without abandoning agro-industrial economies. In this regard, Kay (2007) argues 

that new agrarian reforms are necessary in Latin America. He argues that future agrarian 

reforms should take into account past failures, and involve participatory design and 

application. These reforms should transfer the ownership of land to peasants as well as 

the financial and technological resources necessary to labour it.  

 

In relation to the current implementation of the peace accords in Colombia, sociologist 

Boaventura Sousa Santos (2017: n.p.) explains the challenges that the country faces:  

 

There is a concern that the economic model does not want to be touched, so 

the peace is not a democratic peace, it is a neoliberal peace. A peace that 

makes a pause for the conflict to continue in other forms and with other actors.  

 

Thus, the social conflict continues in Colombia in other forms that implicate illegal and 

state actors. This is evident in the rising numbers of social leaders assassinated, during 

the post-accord period, which the current government continues to ignore (see Pacifista 

2017).  

 

 

 

 

1.6 Thesis Overview 
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This thesis is organised into three parts. Part A, which comprises Chapters One to Three, 

details the research project’s epistemological underpinnings and methodological 

approach. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter Two provides an overview of the 

design of the feminist participatory visual approach I utilised to generate data for the 

study. The use of focus groups, interviews and visual methods are all explained. In this 

chapter, I also explain the practicalities and complexities of running the two photographic 

exhibitions in each case study site. Chapter Two ends with an explanation of the data 

analysis processes. In Chapter Three, I explore my experiences of implementing a 

feminist participatory methodology with an emphasis on place, embodiment, rurality, 

positionality and reflexivity. I address the specificities of conducting participatory 

research in the rural field, calling for research that is place-based, feminist and 

de(s)colonial in order to contest hegemonic understandings of rural women’s lives and 

resistances.  

 

Part B, which comprises Chapters Four and Five, establishes the conceptual framework 

for the thesis, introducing notions of globalisation, neoliberalism and rurality with an 

emphasis on gender and the peasantry. Chapter Four uses Woods’ (2007: 485) concept of 

the ‘global countryside’ as a framework to understand the complexities of the lives of 

campesina women in Colombia in the context of neoliberal globalisation. Thus, there is 

an emphasis on the peasantry and gendered debates in Latin America in this chapter. It is 

important to note that given the complexity in the lives of campesina women in Colombia, 

further literature is reviewed in the results sections. This is the case of the emerging 

characteristics of the ‘global countryside’ (i.e. tourism) in Chapter Six. In Chapter Five, 

I review the literature on social movements with a focus on Latin American rural 

women’s activism. In this chapter, I specifically address the critique to the 

institusionalisation of feminism in light of the politics of de(s)colonisation. I then focus 

on the activisms emerging from Colombia, including the critically important Rural 

Women’s Law 731.  

 

Part C, which comprises Chapters Six to Nine, presents data from the study. In Chapter 

Six, I address the main themes emerging from the case study research, in the context of 

the ‘global countryside’. These themes are: remunerated work, climate change, territorial 

struggles, the armed conflict and tourism. I explore these themes through the place-based 

experiences of campesina women to unveil the heterogeneity of the spatial relationships 

that constitute their everyday life. By exploring a variety of themes, I complicate 
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homogenising and simplistic understandings of campesina women’s lives. In Chapter 

Seven, I engage Doreen Massey’s (2005) notions of space and place as relational and 

heterogeneous to explore the home as a site of resistance and negotiation, and the vereda 

as a site of communitarian organising that contests neoliberal globalisation. Then, as the 

trajectories of these places are addressed, I move on to spatial conceptualisations of the 

countryside and the city based on campesina women’s experiences of place. Chapter 

Eight draws on data from the in-depth interviews with women leaders of social 

movements and organisations conducted in Colombia. It explores the themes of 

de(s)colonising feminisms, territorial struggles and political engagement. The final 

section of this chapter presents the tensions and hopes expressed by rural women leaders 

in light of the Peace Accord with the insurgent group FARC-EP. Chapter Nine synthetises 

the main arguments of this thesis, exploring the political relevance of the thesis’ rationale 

and research questions, highlighting the main contributions, and posing questions for 

future feeling-thinking research in the neoliberal university.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  

From the Farm to the Photo-Exhibition: A Methodological Overview 

 

Since the ‘cultural turn’ in the 1990s, rural geography has been reinvigorated as scholars 

have contested traditional and positivist approaches to research. New studies have been 

particularly focused on reflexivity and positionality as a means to unveil the nuances and 

ethical concerns that feminist researchers encounter in the field (Pavlidis and Olive 2013; 

Kusek and Smiley 2014; Vanner 2015; Wiederhold 2015). As such, Woods (2010: 835) 

argues that there has been a methodological development towards researchers detailing 

how they ‘perform and enact rural geographies’. Woods (2010: 839) further states that 

‘genuinely mixed-method or multi-methods studies are largely missing in rural 

geography, at least beyond the basic level of following up a questionnaire survey with 

interviews, or quoting descriptive census statistics as context for qualitative case studies’. 

Through an emphasis on reflexive approaches to the use of participatory methods, this 

research aims to begin to fill this gap.  

 

This research’s fieldwork was divided into two distinct phases. The first phase involved 

two case studies of the rural Colombian towns of Toca and Minca. This phase addressed 

research aims one and three of this research project: that is, to validate the labour of 

Colombian campesina women, encompassing the changes that have occurred in their 

lives as a result of neoliberal globalisation, and to re-signify place as a site of resistance 

and agency. The second phase involved in-depth interviews with state, regional and 

global political actors. This phase addressed the second aim of the study: that is, to 

explore Colombian rural women’s organised and informal negotiations and resistances to 

neoliberal globalisation.  

 

Specifically, Phase One involved a period of snowball recruitment and participant 

observation with photographic documentation with four to five women. Following this 

period, I conducted four focus groups in each town, which included photo-elicitation 

interviews. During the focus groups, women participants chose the photos that would 

appear on a co-curated photographic exhibition several weeks later. The photographs 

were chosen from a portfolio compiled by the researcher and the particular participant 

depicted as representative of the women’s routines. In Toca, the photographic exhibition 
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was conducted in March 2016 during Easter week in the town’s main square, while a 

peasant market was happening in town.13 In Minca the photographic exhibition occurred 

in June 2016 during a peasant market in the town’s centre.14 After this, I spent some days 

back in the remote communities of the Sierra where I did my participant observation 

period, sharing the photographs in a school meeting and in several house visits. Informal 

interviews with the broader community were also conducted during the exhibitions in 

order to explore the way they conceptualised and understood the lives and labour of 

campesina women. Table 2 details each stage of the fieldwork period.  

 

Table 2: Timeline of fieldwork.  

Toca Minca Stage Actions 

January  April  Recruitment 1) Snowball recruitment strategies 

through gatekeepers.  

2) Met several women who were 

interested in being part of the project.  

3) Set another day to meet with them to 

plan participant observation period.  

Mid-

January to 

mid-

February  

April to 

May 

Participant 

observation and 

photographic 

documentation 

Toca: Ana Maria; Juliana; Sofia; Diosa.  

 

Minca: Maria; Rosa; Margarita; Milena; 

Lucia 

Mid-

February  

May Preparation of 

photographic 

portfolio to bring 

back 

1) Selected photos that represented 

women’s routine and different daily 

chores.  

2) Printed the photos.  

3) Asked for secondary consent.  

February 

to early 

March 

June Focus groups 

and collaborative 

organisation of 

photographic 

exhibition (see 

Appendix B) 

Conducted four focus groups and 

organised exhibition with women.  

March 19–

21 

 

June 18 

and July 

22 

Photographic 

exhibition 

1) Photographic exhibition conducted 

during peasant market and remote 

communities.  

2) Informal interviews conducted with 

the community (see Appendix D).  

August Conducted several in-depth interviews in Bogotá and 

Boyacá for phase two of the research project (see Appendix 

C).  

                                                 
13 In addition to the photographic exhibition, we raised one million Colombia Pesos (USD$333) with the 

women of Compro Agro, from one of the focus groups, through a crowdfunding campaign that aimed at 

improving their working conditions (see https://www.generosity.com/community-fundraising/we-are-

committed-with-colombian-small-farmers). 
14 I assisted two rural women leaders from the region to organise this event, which became an ongoing 

market every two weeks in the town for over a year. This involved organising the marketing of the event, 

negotiating with funding bodies, designing flyers, taking photographs and attending to other logistics on 

the day.  
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This chapter begins by introducing Phase One of the research, detailing some of the 

practicalities of fieldwork. I then review the literature related to the methods implemented 

in this research, including case studies, visual methods and focus groups. At the end of 

this section, I reflect on the experiences of the photographic exhibitions conducted in each 

town. Next, I introduce Phase Two of the research which involved in-depth interviews 

with rural women leaders of social movements. After that, I explain the data analysis 

processes. In the final section of the chapter, I explain my commitment to positionality 

and reflexivity in the context of de(s)colonialism. 

 

2.1 Phase One: Case Studies 

 

This thesis draws on data from two case studies. Simons (2009) defines case study 

research as involving a particular case in a specific socio-cultural setting. Harper (2002: 

141) defines an ethnographic case study as ‘the post-modern “tale of culture”’ in which 

description is complex and theory is tentative and inductive. There are various strengths 

of case studies in scholarly work. Simons (2009: 18) argues case studies ‘can document 

multiple perspectives, explore contested viewpoints, and demonstrate the influence of key 

actors and interactions between them’. Furthermore, case studies have the potential to 

involve participants in the research process as they endeavour to investigate social 

phenomena within a real-life context (Yin 1994).  

 

On the other hand, potential limitations of case studies include that the data accumulated 

can be difficult to process and that the method is prone to subjectivity and bias (Yin 2013). 

Simons (2009) acknowledges that the extent to which one views these as legitimate 

limitations depends on the epistemological stance of the researcher. The post-positivist 

reflexive stance I take up in this research challenges the traditional understandings of 

research as objective. Through detailing the epistemological and methodological 

underpinnings of the research throughout the thesis, I endeavor to address the claims in 

relation to the limitations of case studies.  

 

Case study selection was based on purposeful or criterion-based sampling consistent with 

qualitative research (Mason 2002: 121-134). As Mason (2002) suggests, when choosing 

a sample, there are theoretical and empirical considerations such as understanding how 

the sample is related to a wider population and having a clear sense of how the rationale 
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of the research influences researchers’ choices. I chose two geographically and 

demographically different areas for the case studies. They are sites in different regions of 

the country that consequently differ in terms of climate, industry and cultural traditions.  

 

2.1.1 Case Study Sites  

 

Minca and Toca were the two rural regions chosen for the case studies. These towns have 

both been affected by neoliberalism. There is an extensive global flower industry in the 

town of Toca and a growing eco-tourism industry in Minca. At the same time, both towns 

still rely on traditional agricultural economies such as potato crops in Toca and coffee 

plantations in Minca. Figure 1 shows the location of each of the towns in Colombia. In 

Table 3, I detail the general information of each town.  

 

 

Figure 1: Google Maps screenshot of the locations of Toca, Boyacá and Minca, Magdalena in Colombia 

(Source: Google Maps).  
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Table 3: Fieldwork towns’ general information. 

 

 

Toca, the first case study site, is located in the Andean region of Colombia. It is 25 

kilometres away from Tunja, the capital of Boyacá’s state. The landscape reveals a rural 

life with cattle, chickens, potatoes, onions, barley and a growing flower industry. 

Motorbikes, small public buses and donkeys are the preferred method of transport. Since 

colonisation, when the Spanish arrived and built numerous houses, Toca has been known 

as ‘Pueblo Grande’ (big town). The town has a population of 10,394, of which 48.9 per 

cent are female (DANE 2005). According to Toca’s Development Plan (2012), gender 

inequity and male chauvinism are issues in the region. These issues are aggravated by 

low levels of education, extreme poverty and high levels of alcohol consumption (Plan 

de Desarrollo Toca Boyacá 2012).  

 

Toca is part of the Boyacá region, which sits in the mountainous region of Colombia 

famous for its cold weather and potato crops. Out of the 32 regions of Colombia, the 

Boyacá region is responsible for 27 per cent of the nation’s potato production (Fedepapa 

2013). The Federation of Potato Producers, Fedepapa (2013: 3), has expressed concerns 

about the future of the industry due to extreme climate change, external competition, the 

rising cost of production goods and the drop in consumption. They have criticised the 

current Colombian government for failing to offer support to the potato sector while 

simultaneously allocating 48 per cent of the nation’s agricultural budget to the coffee 

industry, and the remaining amount to crops such as cotton and rice. Over the years since 

my first research project in the region in 2013, I have witnessed the growing frustration 

and anxiety about the decrease in potato prices, the lack of demand of traditional crops 

Rural Town Toca Minca 

Name of Region Boyacá Magdalena 

Population of the 

town 

10,394 (2011) 1,000  

Population of 

region 

1,271,133 (2013) 1,223,875 (2012) 

Capital city  Tunja Santa Marta 

Population of 

capital city 

171,082 454,860 

Climatic 

conditions 

Cold, average temperature of 

13 C.  

Tropical, average temperature 

of 24.1 C; 650 metres above sea 

level.  

Main crops and 

other industries 

Potato, flowers, onion, wheat 

and barley, cattle.  

Coffee and flowers, eco-

tourism.  
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such as potatoes, and the rising number of families turning to the flower industry in the 

town (Rodriguez Castro 2013).  

 

The second case study was conducted in Minca, a town located at 650 metres above sea 

level in the mountain ridge of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta – an isolated mountain range 

and the world’s highest coastal range in the state of Magdalena. The closest coastal city 

to Minca is Santa Marta (20 kilometres from Minca). Minca’s landscape allows for lush 

vegetation and an environment which is conducive to coffee plantations and other farming 

endeavours. UNESCO also considers the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta a Biosphere 

Reserve. Thus, the Minca River and Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta are also sources of 

eco-tourism activities.  

 

Vallejo Silva et al. (2012) have argued that coffee production was responsible for the 

colonisation of the Minca region, with coffee growers from Puerto Rico and other areas 

of the country settling on farms. They point to the large coffee plantations associated with 

the area nationally and internationally, such as Cincinnati and La Victoria. The coffee 

farms in the Minca region now typically employ male farmers from different areas of 

Colombia during coffee harvest. Women’s roles are usually relegated to cooking and 

service in the canteens, cafeterias and restaurants of Minca and its surrounds. Gender 

inequality in the Magdalena region has been addressed by a United Nations report (2012), 

which states that increasing and broadening women’s participation in the labour market 

is critical to reduce domestic violence and to encourage the reduction of pregnancies 

among young women.  

 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Minca was associated with growing marijuana crops 

controlled by armed groups. The presence of insurgency is now reduced and safety has 

improved significantly. As the population recovers from the consequences of armed 

conflict, government abandonment is prominent (Vallejo Silva et al. 2012). The growing 

tourist industry is causing problems for farmers, who are concerned about the lack of 

resources (land, fertilisers, training) that the local government is allocating to agriculture. 

Furthermore, these tourist attractions are polluting and affecting the availability of water 

from the rivers, creating an ecological hazard for the farmers (Vallejo Silva  et al. 2012). 

 

2.1.2 Participant Recruitment in Case Study Sites 
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Recruitment for the case studies occurred through immersion and contact with potential 

participants through a community gatekeeper. In Appendix E, the basic demographic 

information of all participants is recorded for transparency and ethical purposes. Each 

recruitment period had its own specificities. In general, in Toca I was introduced initially 

through a family friend who owns a farm in the town. I also had developed lasting 

relationships with the women involved in my 2013 honours project and they were able to 

introduce me to potential participants. As a result, some of the women who were involved 

in my honours study became part of the PhD project. In the town of Minca, the gatekeeper 

was a friend who runs a non-profit organisation called Fundación por la Madre.15 The 

gatekeeper used local networks to introduce me to potential participants and local leaders.  

 

In Toca, the recruitment period was facilitated by my familiarity with the town. Initially 

I visited several contacts from my previous study and explained my project. I explained 

that I was seeking women who were dedicated to different labour activities. Through this 

strategy and snowball recruitment I met four groups of friends, neighbours, and/or 

colleagues who agreed to be part of the project. Prior to the group interviews, I conducted 

a participant observation period with four women who I met in the recruitment period and 

who agreed to be part of this stage of research after the project was explained to them. I 

spent between four to seven days with each of them, following their routines and taking 

photographs of these.  

 

In Toca, I grouped the 28 women participants according to their main form of income 

producing labour. First, I worked with the women dedicated to more traditional farming 

activities such as milking and farming. 16  The second group was women who were 

employed in the flower industry Monday to Saturday. Third, I worked with an upcoming 

business called ‘Compro Agro’ led by a local woman who hired people under a jornal17 

wage to process onions to be sold in large national supermarket chains. The fourth group 

involved in the research was young women who worked in the urban part of town (as 

mothers, in stores or internet cafes).  

 

                                                 
15 Fundación Por La Madre is a non-profit organisation that promotes environmental conservation in the 

Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta region. They work in specific educational programs in the community for 

the betterment of the quality of life and conservation of the ecosystems.  
16 I had worked with this group of women in a previous project during my honours research.  
17 An informal wage defined by landowners to pay for labour on a daily basis. 



 41 

The second case study conducted in Minca required a longer period of recruitment as I 

was unfamiliar with the region. It took two weeks, with the assistance of the gatekeepers 

of Fundación por la Madre, to find two women leaders who agreed to take me to the 

region (three veredas) where I conducted most of my fieldwork.  

 

In Minca, I worked with two groups of women from the remote veredas of the Sierra 

Nevada de Santa Marta. The other group of women lived near Minca’s town centre, while 

the third group of women were those who had been displaced by violence from the Sierra 

and mostly lived in Santa Marta. All participants identified as campesina women and 

were dedicated to different labour-intensive activities that included farming, handicrafts 

and caregiving. 

 

It is important to note that the road access to the Minca communities is very different 

from Toca given the steep landscape. This was aggravated by the fact that the fieldwork 

coincided with the wet season. For instance, it took between 40 minutes (by motorbike) 

to one hour and a half (by car) from the centre of Minca to reach these veredas. Landslides 

and roadblocks were common, and this impacted on fieldwork plans several times. As a 

result of the conditions of the landscape and the politics of the research (see Chapter 

Three), proximity was a factor in determining a sample of women for the focus groups in 

Minca. Thus, most of the 28 women involved in the groups were neighbours. 

 

2.2 Participatory Research Methods within Case Studies 

 

2.2.1 Visual Methods 

 

Research with a focus on place and embodiment by rural feminist sociologists has 

involved a range of methods including focus groups (Madriz 1998), autoethnographic 

memory work (Bryant and Livholts 2013), online ethnographies (Pini and Mayes 2012), 

life histories (Bryant and Hoon 2006) and interviews (Brandth 2015). However, to date, 

little use has been made of visual methods. Participatory visual methods are where place 

and embodiment are even more evident as the researcher is capturing embodied practices 

in place through a visual collaboration with the participants. This is a contention 

enunciated by Araya Gómez (2003: 160) following a visual ethnographic project with the 

artisanal fisherwomen in Chilóe, southern Chile. She explains: 
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In the visual ethnography we give privilege to getting to know how these 

women are: their gestures, their way of expressing themselves, of talking, of 

getting excited, of relating to their surroundings. To show how is the place 

where they live … the place that they inhabit most of their time and where 

they establish relationships with the people they love.  

 

Sarah Pink’s Doing Visual Ethnography (2007) details the development of visual 

methods in the social sciences. Scholars including Collier Jr. and Collier (1986), Harper 

(2002), Radley, Hodgetts and Cullen (2005), and Pink (2007) have used still photography 

as a methodological tool in social research to understand issues ranging from 

homelessness to rural labour. In the 1980s, with the introduction of video, anthropological 

ethnographic films became popular. Increasingly, photography, video and visual media 

have been used by ethnographers as sites of cultural production, social interaction and 

individual experience (Pink 2007). Since this time, visual data have been incorporated 

into a wide array of academic disciplines.  

 

Early visual ethnographies highlighted the efficacy of the method in revealing what was 

often unseen or taken for granted. For instance, the use of visuals to study work and labour 

during the deindustrialisation period in the United States brought to light the changing 

nature of work and non-work spaces (Strangleman 2008). Following on from this 

tradition, contemporary photography of work developed into storytelling, as seen in the 

images produced by Sebastiao Salgado.18 The images suggest ‘an homage to workers, a 

farewell to a world of manual labour that is slowly disappearing and a tribute to those 

men and women who still work as they have for centuries’ (Salgado 1993: 6).  

In human geography, the use of visual methods is both historical, in terms of observation 

and ethnographic practices, and innovative, since it is associated with the ‘cultural turn’ 

and notions of performance and embodiment (Kindon 2003; Roberts 2012). For instance, 

Cosgrove (1985) argues that the humanist turn has contributed to a reformulation of the 

notion of landscape with more recent work on the subject attending to human experience 

and imaginaries. Cosgrove (1985: 46) explains that landscape is both seen as a visual term 

and as closely bound to history through the ‘practical appropriation of space’. Roberts 

(2012: 390) further notes that landscapes as images change over time. She writes that 

landscapes have often been explored in geography as both ‘site’ (material) and ‘sight’ 

                                                 
18 Recipient of the 2010 American Sociological Association Award for Excellence in Reporting Social 

Issues.  
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(representation).  

The use of visual methods in human geography has been critiqued on the grounds of 

subjectivity, and the propensity for them to reinscribe the colonial male gaze (see Kindon 

2003). Crang (2010: 222-224) argues that to respond to these critiques within the 

discipline it is important to destabilise ‘the association of pictures with the evident’, and 

that visual methods should be understood as ‘touching’ and ‘connecting’, rather than only 

‘detaching’ or ‘representing’. He asserts that participatory visual methods have the 

potential to achieve these aims. Crang’s (2010) contentions are illustrated through 

Kindon’s (2003) research with a Maori tribe in Aotearoa (New Zealand). She engaged 

participatory video, arguing that despite the white, masculinist and colonialist legacies of 

visual approaches, these methods can be repurposed within feminist research. She 

explains embedding visual methods within feminist epistemologies provides more in-

depth geographical accounts of research practice that focus on researcher-participant 

relationships and the ‘transformative potential’ of research (Kindon 2003: 142-149). 

Despite this, Kindon (2003: 146) contends that some geographical research does not 

engage in reflexive practice regarding ‘assumptions about the relationships between 

vision, “reality”, and knowledge’. 

In a further contribution to geographical debates about the use of visual approaches, 

Roberts (2012: 387) argues that images still have an uncertain role in the discipline, and 

that ‘examining what images can do, their power, “agency” and meaning, and our 

responses to them’ is important (see also Crang 2010). Kindon (2003) asserts that visual 

technologies, combined with more traditional text forms of research (e.g. field notes, 

transcripts), have the capacity to enrich geographical research with a focus on the body, 

social relationships, and spatial movements. For example, she reflects on her experience 

working with participatory video, and argues that, although there are recognisable issues 

of using video in terms of confidentiality and access (see also Byron 1993), the 

participatory component of the research, and the recording of mundane events, allowed 

participants to feel comfortable with the camera and the recordings. This highlights the 

importance of implementing visual methods within a participatory framework that 

includes participants in the storytelling process. In this way, as Kaplan (1997: 22) argues, 

visual approaches demand ‘looking nearby’ rather than ‘looking for’ the participants.  

Harper (1998) has noted that through their approaches, visual scholars are redefining the 

relationship between researcher and subject. This is the case with photo-elicitation 
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interviews. Harper (1992: 35) says it is a shocking moment when the 

photographer/researcher confronts the realisation that she/he knows little about the 

subject’s world, and so does the subject about the researcher’s knowledge:  

 

As the individual pictured (or the individual from the pictured world) 

interprets the image, a dialogue is created in which the typical research roles 

are reversed. The researcher becomes listener and one who encourages the 

dialogue to continue.  

 

Donna Schwartz’s (1989) accounts of her photographic experience with the rural middle-

class community of Waucoma in Iowa also unveils the changing relationships of 

researcher and participant when a camera is introduced in research interactions. She 

argues the method resulted in the production of nuanced and rich data (see also Giritli-

Nygren and Schmauch 2012).  

 

Of concern to this project is not just that visual methods are a potentially equalising and 

empowering approach, but an approach that is particularly germane to feminist work. 

Barnes, Taylor-Brown and Wiener (1997) argue that the use of visual methods in their 

project, which involved HIV-infected mothers filming videos for their children to assist 

them to cope with their probable premature death, proved empowering for women who 

are often disempowered by society. In this work, the authors demonstrate that visual 

methods may enable participants, (who could be limited by standard research methods) 

to play more active roles in research, and, therefore, create new understandings of social 

life and heighten the political impact of research (see also McIntyre 2010). Schwartz 

(1989: 121) points out the importance of having foreknowledge of how the participants 

in the research use and perceive photographs to plan for methodological strategies that 

will allow the data to be assessed within those shared meanings. In saying this, Schwartz 

(1989) explains that some viewers might treat an image as a natural event rather than a 

symbolic event, and therefore fail to consider the researcher’s purpose of guiding the 

meaning of the image.  

 

While visual methods are often lauded as a participatory approach to research, they are 

not inherently an empowering method. Notably, Pink (2007) argues that images in 

research have their own biography. She contends that as the research stages progress, 

these biographies need to be interpreted and represented in research narratives. This 

includes the photographing process that was co-constructed with participants, the 
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collation of a portfolio by the researcher, and the collaborative organisation of a 

photographic exhibition. Douglas Harper (1998) has also contributed to debates about 

power relations in visual approaches, arguing that visual sociologists should retain a focus 

on critical theory but also look to new ideas emerging from postmodernism. In taking up 

this advice as a feminist researcher, I considered the notions of embodiment and 

performativity to understand my reflexivity and positionality and attended to issues of 

power in addressing matters of distance, ownership and anonymity (see Cox et al. 2014). 

These concerns were discussed in the ethics application for this research (see Appendix 

A) and have been explored reflexively in Chapter Three. 

 

2.2.2 Photographic Documentation of Campesina Women’s Everyday Lives 

 

The design of the participant observation period was particular to each community, but 

generally it involved spending four to seven days with four or five participants in each 

town.19 These participants consented to be part of this particular research stage, in which 

I followed their routines and accompanied this with photographic documentation. During 

this period, it was essential to take into account the literature reviewed above on visual 

methods and positionality, as the presence of the camera in a research context can create 

power imbalances. In terms of practical considerations, I took into account Prosser and 

Schwartz’s (1998) recommendation and made my agenda as a photographer/researcher 

explicit with the participants. I found approaches such as starting by photographing 

participants’ contexts and the objects around them a useful tool to familiarise women with 

the presence of the camera. Based on the literature, and the lessons from my initial 

experience during my honours project, I also created a visual diary, which encompasses 

systematic records of women’s routines, labour and interactions throughout the day (see 

Prosser and Schwartz 1998). A selection of photos from the visual diary was then 

presented to participants for secondary consent and curating the photographic exhibition. 

By stating this, I wish to be clear on the process of my photographic approach in the field, 

hoping this will contribute to better understandings of my conclusions and to be 

transparent about my practice.  

 

 

 

                                                 
19 In Minca, there was an extra participant given that I ended up including the woman who welcomed me 

in her house during most of the fieldwork period. 
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2.2.3 Photo-Elicitation Interviews 

 

Photo-elicitation is defined as an interview/discussion guided by images the researcher 

has made of the subject’s world (Harper 1998). Harper (1992) suggests photo-elicitation 

offers a solution to reach beneath the surface of traditional interviewing as it is organised 

around a physical object. Echoing this perspective, Schwartz (1989) contends that photo-

elicitation promotes extended personal narratives. The potential to obtain extended 

narratives prompted by photographs was an important dimension of this research as I 

sought a method that would validate women’s experiences and open up an understanding 

of rural women’s labour as heterogeneous and diverse. 

 

The empowering potential of photo-elicitation is not only seen as possible at an individual 

level but also at a group level. Schwartz (1989) identifies the potential of group viewings 

or photo-elicitation as they promote extended personal narratives in a study with rural 

communities in Iowa, United States. Using semi-structured interviews with extended 

family groups, Schwartz (1989: 141) narrates how ‘informants responded with extended 

narratives and supplied interpretations of the images, drawing from and reflecting their 

experiences in the community’. The various interactions between participants, who share 

the same realities, added a layer of narratives that is, arguably, unobtainable through 

observation or conventional interviews. Schwartz’s (1989: 151) experience is also useful 

in revealing that photo-elicitation blurs the role of the researcher. She writes that ‘by 

providing informants with a task similar to a naturally occurring family event (i.e. 

viewing the family photo-album), some of the strangeness of the interview situation was 

averted’. I will explore these theoretical contentions about the efficacy of photo-

elicitation interviews more fully in Chapter Three. 

 

2.2.4 Focus Groups 

 

Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) define focus groups as an interview that involves around 

eight to twelve participants who discuss a topic moderated by someone who promotes 

interaction and maintains a focus on the topic. Adding to this definition, Wilkinson (1998) 

writes that focus groups take into account the social context of participants, while also 

shifting power between the researcher and participants. Still, in the social sciences, focus 

groups have been widely criticised. As Johnson (1996) explains, a significant proportion 

of this criticism is a result of the historical use of focus groups to serve the powerful in 

the fields of marketing, public relations and politics. On the other hand, Johnson (1996) 
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argues that focus groups can rupture relations of exploitation and domination in the social 

sciences. 

 

Social researchers have recognised both benefits and limitations in using focus groups as 

a research method. Johnson (1996) highlights five positive qualities of focus groups: that 

is, they can elicit experiential and tacit knowledge, access to the opinion of the 

participants with minimal intervention, get a sense of participants’ meanings and 

understandings of what they do, create and understanding the individual as part of a 

collective, and allow for flexibility. In contrast, Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) identify 

potential limitations of using focus groups, including that they can limit generalisability, 

that they may be biased by the moderator or by a dominant group member who can silence 

other members, and that they may involve difficult and time-consuming data analysis (see 

also Howden and Vanclay 2000).  

 

To overcome these limitations, researchers advise combining focus groups with other 

methods to validate and contrast data (Umaña-Taylor and Bámaca 2004). For instance, 

Hautzinger (2012) argues that focus groups are more effective in the later stage of 

ethnographic research when participant observation has been carried out, and 

relationships with individuals and the community have been established. Further advice 

to ameliorate some of the potentially negative impacts of focus groups is to be aware of 

time management as the moderator, to ensure provisions are made for hospitality, and to 

take into account participants’ personal biographies in deciding on membership of each 

group (Madriz 1998; Umaña-Taylor and Bámaca 2004; Hautzinger 2012). 

 

Specifically, implementing focus groups can be used as a strategy not only for collecting 

data, but as a means to rupture gender inequalities that are often present in the public 

realm of the countryside. Within a feminist paradigm, focus groups have the potential to 

give voice to women who are often marginalised because of their rural location (Pini 

2002) or low socio-economic background (Madriz 1998). Madriz (1998: 116) maintains 

focus group research is valuable when dealing with Latino women participants as the 

method provides ‘collective testimony’ that allows women to break the silence on their 

everyday experiences. She contends that, in many respects, focus groups mirror everyday 

practices by which women share stories with their female family members and female 

friends as a way to contest their social isolation in a male-centred culture. Working from 

the same feminist epistemological position, Pini (2002) argues for the importance of focus 
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groups in researching women in the Australian sugar industry. She suggests that the 

method gives voice to those traditionally neglected, and, therefore, provides meaningful 

opportunities for these voices to be heard. Pini (2002) further asserts that focus groups 

may prove to be an effective space to discuss gender issues in a rural context, given that 

women’s placement in the private sphere circumscribes opportunities for gender 

discussions in the public sphere. Adding to this argument, Kritzinger (2002) demonstrates 

that the non-threatening environment of focus groups may give women greater 

confidence to voice their opinions. This was her experience in undertaking research with 

teenage girls on South African farms. Despite the racial differences of researcher and 

participants, the common native language (Afrikaans) enabled connections and a sense 

of community to be forged so that young women felt empowered to share their stories 

(see also Madriz 1998 with Spanish).  

 

In this research, scholarly advice on the practicalities of conducting focus groups such as 

avoiding over-recruiting, providing hospitality, attending to time management and 

choosing a comfortable setting were taken into account (Madriz 1998; Umaña-Taylor and 

Bámaca 2004; Hautzinger 2012). These practicalities were considered based on the 

specificities of the context of the research (rural and gendered spaces). Hautzinger (2012) 

recommends that researchers consider the cultural specificities of group conversations 

and dynamics as a way to avoid contrived or artificial environments in which participants 

will not feel comfortable. I will address the results of conducting focus groups in this 

particular research in the next chapter of this thesis, taking all of the reviewed 

considerations into account.  

 

2.2.5 Photographic Exhibitions 

 

The culminating moment of fieldwork in the two towns was the participatory organisation 

of a photographic exhibition, run during the event of a farmer’s market in each 

community. Appendix F presents how the two exhibitions were displayed in each of the 

towns.  

 

Puwar and Sharma (2012: 40) have labelled creative engagement in research as ‘curating 

sociology’. This entails mutating sociology into different fields to allow spaces for 

creative practice. By combining methods found in traditional ethnographies with creative 

practices such as curating a photographic exhibition, this research promoted community 
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engagement and made research available to the public (see Latour 2005). Public 

engagement is important as it is a mode of sharing research and building a larger audience 

for research beyond the academy (see Hinkson 2015).  

 

One example of the process of curating a photographic exhibition as part of a social 

research project is Mejía Lara and Petroni’s (2013) study with Indigenous communities 

in the town of Alfayucán in Mexico. The photographic exhibition widened, deepened and 

updated the ethnographic knowledge of Indigenous communities as seen both by 

researcher and participants. However, the researchers explain that during the process of 

curating and organising the exhibition, the ‘rules’ were constantly negotiated from the 

‘anthropological look to the Indigenous look’ (Mejía Lara and Petroni’s 2013: 72). In 

another example, Kratz (2002) reflects on her exhibition experience with the portraits of 

the Okiek community from Kenya and explains that expectations and understandings of 

photographic exhibitions are embedded in historical and cultural conventions of those 

involved. She notes that photographic exhibitions deeply relate to identity and difference, 

and therefore they can reformulate political priorities.  

 

The venue for the photographic exhibitions was decided upon on the basis of the 

particularities of the respective case study sites. While in Toca, access to the town’s centre 

was easy, in Minca this proved to be an issue given the long distance between the people 

living in the region. During the peasant market in Minca, transport was provided so that 

the women from the remote veredas could participate, sell their products, and see the 

photographs. Notably, one of the main limitations of the photographic exhibitions was 

that the rural landscape, including the weather, made it difficult to transport and exhibit 

the photos. The process became very time consuming, as I had to travel to the nearby 

cities to organise and purchase all the materials necessary to adapt to the conditions in 

which the exhibitions were to be held. Thus, I adapted by printing the photos in a 

manageable scale and to a weight that could be easily transported. Figures 2, 3 and 4 show 

how the exhibitions were displayed in each town.  
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Figure 2: The photographic exhibition is displayed in Toca’s town centre in one of the church’s rooms 

nearby to the main square where the peasant market was held.  

 

 

Figure 3: The photographic exhibition is displayed in Minca’s town centre during the peasant market.  
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Figure 4: The exhibition is displayed in a small format in the school hall of one of the remote veredas 

where fieldwork was conducted in the Sierra.  

 

Adapting to the limitations of space and place was fundamental to address the politics of 

this research, as the main objective was to share some of the co-constructed results in the 

community and to generate dialogue around campesina women’s lives. Indeed, the value 

of conducting and organising photographic exhibitions in a research context is that it 

promotes communication and negotiation between researcher and participants (see Kratz 

2002). Women often rejected photographs in which their houses looked untidy or in 

which their hat was tilted. Instead, they chose photographs that represented dignity in 

their lives. They proudly chose images that showed the homes, family, gardens, 

plantations and animals they talked about in their narratives. Thus, there was a constant 

negotiation about photographic selection (in addition to the written consent) as 

researcher/participant discussed individual images. This experience was valuable as it 

deconstructed misconceptions and understandings that I had as a mestiza urban woman 

photographing campesina women’s lives.  

 

One of the main issues that photographic exhibitions bring to the fore is the politics of 

representation (see Kratz 2002). Questions raised included how I chose to photograph 

women, how women chose to tell their story by picking specific photographs and phrases, 

and how these choices impact upon different audiences. For instance, I purposefully took 

aesthetic decisions to portray women as powerful subjects in the photographs by taking 
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plain and low-level angles in accordance with the training I have had as a photojournalist 

(see Chapter Three). However, this does not mean that women who saw themselves in 

these photos felt as though they were represented as powerful. Therefore, it was 

fundamental to go through the photographs together so that we could negotiate the politics 

of representation embedded in the diverse ideas of identity. This exercise, in itself, proved 

to be an important part of a feeling-thinking project, in which research is a negotiation of 

anecdotes, feelings, and embodied experiences. Women would laugh, point and show 

their family members and friends the collated portfolio. 

 

After women who participated in the participant observation period chose the photos they 

wanted to share, these were discussed in the group interviews. As a result, the photos and 

phrases in the exhibition, which were chosen collaboratively, demonstrated that 

campesina women understand their identities as hardworking, as ‘berracas’.20  They 

conceptualised the home as a site of agency, and chose photos that represented the 

diversity of labour that they undertake in their daily lives. Their narratives contested local 

and national stereotypes of rural women as confined to the space of home, as ‘immobile’, 

or as not contributing to the economy of rural spaces. Moreover, they added a layer of 

complexity to the research practice as these relationships of collaboration were 

strengthened as we organised the narrative of the exhibition. As Puwar and Sharma (2012: 

43) note, curating sociology is not about the researcher becoming the curator, but ‘rather, 

it is a methodological commitment to collaborative knowledge reproduction for creative 

public intervention and engagement’.  

 

During a photographic exhibition, images may generate further dialogue among the 

public. As Latour (2005: 4) notes, ‘each object triggers new occasions to passionately 

differ and dispute’. Latour’s (2005) contention came to the fore in this project through 

the informal interviews that were undertaken during the opening day of the exhibition. 

Audiences in photographic exhibitions are predicted to a certain extent, but the 

interpretation of the visuals is open to the subjectivities of the spectators. Therefore, I 

found it important to understand these interpretations and the community dialogues that 

were generated during the events. In order to do so, I randomly interviewed people who 

were looking at the photos. This provided an insight into how campesina women are 

understood and conceptualised within their communities. The interviews were brief and 

                                                 
20 Slang to refer to a woman who is tough and skilled. 
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semi-structured and asked participants questions related to the photos they liked the most, 

their reactions to the narrative created in the photographic exhibition, and their feelings 

towards campesina women’s workloads (see Appendix C). The narratives emerging from 

these interviews are embedded throughout the thesis.21  

 

Specifically, the accounts from the informal interviews were contested. On one side, there 

was evidence of an awakening on the need to improve the living conditions of rural 

women’s lives and a discourse of change, liberation and recognition. This discourse was 

largely espoused by younger people. On the other hand, also evident were continuities in 

the sexism that marginalises women in the countryside of Colombia. The following 

excerpts from the interviews conducted in the exhibitions exemplify these contentions:  

 

Laura: After looking at the photos, what do you think about the workload of 

campesina women?  

 

Young man from Toca: It is very tough, especially when it involves the 

agriculture, because the woman has to work by herself and cook for many 

labourers, it is very, very hard.  

 

Participant’s husband from Toca: Very hard. They are the real campesina 

women, from Boyacá, because in our region, the work of the campesinx is 

very tough, like you show it. If this is the women’s workload, imagine how it 

is for the men. It is very hard.  

 

In many instances, there was a lack of reflexivity from men about the ways in which they 

could contribute to improving the heavy workloads of the women in their communities.  

 

The interviews also revealed that stereotypes around rural women are changing in the 

city. In Minca, one of several people visiting the peasant market from the city responded 

to my question as to her view of the exhibition, stating:  

 

Visitor in the town of Minca: Spectacular, it makes the women visible … In 

the cities, we are like, “look at the peasants”, we blame them. So this is about 

making visible the important labour and role that women have. And I am 

pushing people today to not ask for discount, because we do not ask for a 

discount in the supermarket …  

 

The above quotation shows how a diverse audience interpret and add narratives to the 

biographies of photographs in the research context, contributing to the variety and 

                                                 
21 I conducted 14 interviews in Toca and 15 in Minca.  
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extended data produced around the lives of campesina women in Colombia. As Latour 

(2005) argues, objects such as photographs spark conversations and discussions that are 

contested. 

 

Overall, the exhibitions achieved the goal of making research public, as it provided 

closure for participants and me as a researcher. We felt that we had achieved something 

collaboratively, while creating conversations in the community around campesina 

women’s lives. Women participants who attended the exhibition were grateful to have 

their lives given visibility and felt emotional as they showed friends and families the 

photographs. This sense of ownership from the participants during the exhibition was also 

important to address power imbalances that arose during the research (see Appendix F). 

Still, there are limitations that are embedded in place and space that as rural scholars we 

need to take into account, as the logistics of organising photographic exhibitions are 

complicated and time consuming. More importantly, by addressing the politics of 

representation, there are added layers of complexity in the reflexive practice and the 

results of this thesis that contribute to de(s)colonising narratives and epistemologies in 

research.  

 

2.3 Phase Two: In-depth Interviews  

 

Data for this phase of the study was obtained through a series of in-depth interviews or 

‘in-depth conversations’ (McCormack 2004: 219) with state, regional and global leaders 

from government and non-government organisations, and rural women’s activist groups. 

Using in-depth interviews for the purpose of qualitative research involves a specific, 

deliberate interaction between the researcher and interviewee, in which ‘language data 

about beliefs, behaviour, ways of classifying the world, or about how knowledge is 

categorised’ are produced (Green and Thorogood 2004: 82).  

 

Interviews were semi-structured. This is an approach which, as argued by Minichiello et 

al. (2008), allows for a more valid account of participants’ perceptions and ideas of 

reality, and creates a conversational, less rigid environment compared to more structured 

interviews. Additionally, Dunn (2005: 80) identifies four strengths of interviewing, which 

are that it fills a gap in the knowledge that other methods are not able to fill with efficacy, 

it ‘investigates complex behaviours and motivations’, it collects ‘a diversity of meaning, 

opinion and experiences’, and it aims to respect and empower the interviewees. He 
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counsels, however, that researchers should not claim that the data from interviews are 

‘the truth’ or that they represent the entirety of public opinion on a topic. In this research, 

combining an ethnographic period with the in-depth interviews produced nuanced 

accounts of the complexities of the lives of campesina women in Colombia. The dual 

approach also addressed the gaps that the application of the methods could have produced 

in isolation.  

 

Feminist researchers have contributed substantially to critical scholarship on the use of 

the interview as a method, and the power relationships that are embedded in this method. 

For instance, they have detailed how the complex positionality of researchers may shape 

the interview (Pavlidis and Olive 2013; Kusek and Smiley 2014; Vanner 2015; 

Wiederhold 2015). Based on their experience with roller derby in Australia, Pavlidis and 

Olive (2013: 1) complicate the binary of outsider versus insider in feminist research by 

introducing the figure of ‘interested outsider’, as one of the researchers consumes the 

sport regularly but does not participate. They call for blurring the boundaries of insider 

versus outsider by addressing collaboration between researchers and positionality. In 

relation to cultural sensitivities, and reflecting on their research with Chinese young 

people in Britain, Song and Parker (1995), who are of mixed descent, write that they were 

positioned by participants in differing ways – as both outsider and insider with shifts and 

contestations occurring across the duration of their study (see also Wiederhold 2015).  

 

My own experiences with interviewing women activists were similar to those explained 

above. I moved on a spectrum of positionalities as a Colombian, Spanish speaker, feminist 

activist and researcher. Notably, cultural, racial, class, geographical and other social 

locations came to the fore differently in each of the interviews. For instance, I moved 

between interviewing mestiza women from large non-government organisations to 

Indigenous women leaders from the Amazon demonstrating the changing social locations 

that I had to navigate. I reflect on this shifting positionality more fully in Chapter Three.  

 

To obtain a sample of activists to interview, I first identified relevant social movements 

and organisations working with rural women in Colombia. I then made initial contact 

with the group via phone or email. Following commencement of the interviews, snowball 

sampling was also used as activists referred other organisations and women leaders. The 

sample size was decided upon on the basis of saturation and redundancy (Dworkin 2012). 

The interviews were conducted through the eight months of fieldwork in the periods of 
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availability of participants and the researcher. Table 5 in Chapter Eight details the 

characteristics of each organisation associated with the rural women leaders interviewed. 

 

An interview guide was developed (see Appendix D) which focused on the overarching 

themes of the study including campesina women’s place-based experiences of everyday 

life, feminism, resistance, globalisation and neoliberalism. Interviews began with 

questions about participant’s involvement in the organisation and personal experiences 

of being an activist. These were followed by more general questions about rural women’s 

situation in Colombia in the context of neoliberalism and interviewees’ hopes for the 

future in the context of the peace negotiations in Colombia that were underway.  

 

2.4 Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis of focus group, journal entries and interview data followed Creswell’s 

(2013) analytical circles of reading, classifying (coding), interpreting (themes), 

representing and visualising data. It began, as is appropriate to qualitative work, the 

moment I entered the field and continued well after it (LeCompte and Schensul 1999). In 

addition, specific advice on approaching analysis when undertaking particular methods 

such as participant observation, interviews or focus groups was taken into account. For 

example, analytical processes for case study data, such as providing clear descriptions of 

the settings, engaging in the identification of patterns and forming naturalistic 

generalisations, were utilised (Creswell 2013). In terms of focus groups, Wilkinson 

(1998) reminds researchers to represent group interactions in data analysis stages as a 

way to unveil the significance of social interactions. Thus, interactions in the group 

interviews were noted in the fieldwork journal and are presented throughout this thesis. 

Data analysis of the interviews commenced with a focus on the common themes within 

the narratives, but then broadened to include a larger focus on the data set as a whole (see 

Vanner 2015). That is, as Phase One of fieldwork progressed and I started the reflexive 

and analysis process in the field, I began making connections between the local 

resistances of campesina women, and the lines of resistance that the women from the 

social movements explained during the interviews. I organised the data around the 

emergent themes, which included territorial struggles, feminisms’ contestations and 

political engagement. This process formed the basis of the narratives in Chapter Eight.  

 

Given the specificity of visual data, it is important to highlight some particularities in 
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relation to its analysis. Drew and Guillemin (2014) argue there has been a tendency to 

use photographs as a research novelty, failing to present the processes used in the analysis 

and interpretation of the visual sources. Therefore, effective visual data analysis draws 

from the content of the image and the context in which it is produced (Pink 2007; Prosser 

and Schwartz 1998; Rose 2007). Rose (2007) calls for a critical approach to visual 

methodology that encompasses three main principles. First, taking images as complex 

productions, and therefore looking at them carefully considering the affects images have 

on culture. The second principle Rose (2007) argues for is to think about images as 

positioned in a social context, and therefore to assess the contextual effects around a 

photograph that produce social inclusions and exclusions. The final factor Rose (2007) 

suggests is important to a critical approach to analysing visual data involves considering 

our own way of looking at images (subjectivity). Taking up this argument, Pink (2007: 

117) observes that ‘a reflexive approach to classifying, analysing and interpreting visual 

research material recognizes both the constructedness of social categories and the politics 

of researchers’ personal and academic agendas’. In practice, she asserts that this means 

that images are considered different types of data with their own biography that need to 

be explored, interpreted and represented accordingly. In this regard, Drew and Guillemin 

(2014) propose that researcher, participant and audiences (anticipated and un-anticipated) 

play prominent roles in the meaning-making process of data analysis involving images. 

Therefore, Pink (2007: 125) maintains that photographs can be thought of as ‘visual 

spaces in which a number of meanings may be invested’. Thus, a wide range of 

participants in this project, including campesina women, attendants of the photographic 

exhibition and the research team, contributed to shaping the analysis of the visual data. It 

gave a layered and differentiated account of both fieldwork and post-fieldwork analysis 

and interpretation that is narrated in Chapter Three.  

 

The reflexive process that marked my research continued post-fieldwork as I analysed 

the data and made decisions about the narrative I wanted to create for this thesis. I 

continued to question my privilege, and the power relations that are embedded in research 

analysis and writing in English, as an urban middle-class mestiza. As a result of my 

investigation, I sought to contest dominant discourses of neoliberal globalisation and 

colonialism that place the global over the local, and ignore campesina women’s resistance 

and negotiations (see Woods 2007; Riley and Harvey 2007; El Khoury 2015; Millán et 

al. 2014). Importantly, this project’s participatory methodology was never intended to 

‘save campesina women’ (see Spivak 1988; Marcos 2005; Segato 2010; Rodriguez 
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Castro, Pini and Baker 2016). Rather, the project was framed within a political agenda of 

de(s)colonising research through informality, place-based approaches, everyday 

interactions and collaboration. As such, I am not purporting to present a transparent 

version of women’s experiences (see Andrade 2015), as these experiences are mediated 

by my own understandings, privilege and whiteness (see Ramzan, Pini and Bryant 2009). 

Additionally, the interviews and focus groups that are engaged in the following sections 

have been transcribed and translated – which further complicates the transparency of the 

oral testimonies and the ‘speaking for poor women’ (see Spivak 1988).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has detailed the practicalities of implementing a feminist participatory visual 

methodology. It demonstrates the messiness of fieldwork and the nuances that construct 

a feeling-thinking research project. By implementing a methodology based on feminist 

scholarship, and from the feeling and heart-ing, I present this research project as a 

dialogue in support of the political projects that campesina women are fighting for in 

Colombia. In the next chapter, I explore my experiences of engaging a feminist 

participatory visual methodology.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  

Reflections from The Field 

 

Relational understandings of space are reshaping the way rural scholars conceptualise 

and engage with the countryside. These more nuanced conceptualisations of space have 

contested viewing the countryside as unchanging and homogenous. Therefore, rural 

literature is increasingly focusing on embodied research and place as central to our 

research processes (Araya Gómez 2003; Riley 2010; Woods 2010; Fals Borda 2013). 

Notably, Massey (2005: 4) calls for re-positioning space within a set of ideas of 

heterogeneity, multiplicity and relationality. She explains that this notion of space 

necessitates an epistemological shift and poses important questions such as: 

 

What might it mean to reorientate this imagination, to question that habit of 

thinking of space as a surface? If, instead, we conceive of a meeting up of 

histories, what happens to our implicit imaginations of time and space?  

 

In this chapter, I address Massey’s (2005) questions through a reflexive exploration of 

my experiences of fieldwork. I respond to her provocations arguing that a reconfigured 

notion of space enlivens the field as a site of political and intellectual complexity, affect 

and embodied knowledge. Thus, I draw on fieldwork experiences to make three key 

contentions about the countryside as an embodied space. First, I argue for the importance 

of place as a site of knowledge production, through examples of my embodied experience 

in the field. Second, I contend that participatory methods, specifically focus groups and 

visual methods, can be an appropriate tool to explore embodiment and place in the field. 

Third, I demonstrate the value of exercising positionality and reflexivity in the everyday. 

Overall, in this chapter I want to demonstrate how place-based embodied studies that 

engage genuinely with participatory methods can enhance our understanding of the 

countryside as an embodied relational space, and, in turn, de(s)colonise knowledge 

production.  

 

Once we complicate our understanding of the field as a relational space, then it is 

important to embrace the relationship between emotional and thinking processes as 

complementary aspects of research (Fals Borda 2015; Méndez Torres et al. 2013; Escobar 

2014). Carolan (2008) supports an understanding of the interconnections between feeling 

and thinking, arguing that space is more-than-representational, and therefore lived 
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processes are important to understanding the knowledge we create about the countryside. 

Moreover, feeling-thinking epistemologies align with the way communities understand 

and construct their territories, which contest notions of linear development and economic 

growth (Escobar 2014).  

 

The type of embodied understanding of the countryside infused by both feeling and 

thinking resonates with the feminist methodological approaches utilised in this research. 

Such approaches are predicated upon collaborating with participants, acknowledging 

difference, sharing power within the research, and reflexively recognising the embodied 

positionality of the researcher (Madriz 1998; Araya Gómez 2003; Pini, Brandth and Little 

2015). Moreover, the feeling-thinking approach relates to Latin American feminisms that 

argue for embodied research that is place-based, and therefore contests hegemonic 

Western understandings of feminism (Méndez Torres et al. 2013; Gargallo Celentari 

2014). By bringing all of these views into conversation during fieldwork in Colombia, I 

embraced and explored the ways in which human and non-human actors shaped the 

spaces of my research and informed and intersected with my own everyday embodied 

lived experiences. In doing so, I complicated notions of the countryside beyond mere 

‘surface’ (Massey 2005: 4).  

 

Practically, feeling-thinking is also a political and epistemological path to 

de(s)colonisation. It involves an understanding of the history of Latin American 

territories from a grassroots perspective (Escobar 2014) – that is, ‘to do academy from 

inside’, from the experiences and views of research participants (Méndez Torres et al. 

2013: 14). Support for this radical epistemological recalibration has been echoed by 

several rural scholars who have argued for rendering visible invisible rural actors (human 

and non-human) through the adoption of more communitarian research practices 

(Canabal Cristiani 1994; Barkin 2004; Espino et al. 2012; Méndez Torres et al. 2013).  

 

Moreover, in order to adopt the type of epistemic developments described above, 

embodied practices in the field become essential as they open up an understanding of the 

countryside as an embodied relational space in which local actors are not passive, 

submissive subjects. Carolan (2008) argues that our understandings of space are 

influenced by the embodied interactions that we have with the environment over time. 

Therefore, thinking with the body becomes important to understanding such space. This 

means not only thinking about the embodied experiences of participants, but also how 
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our embodied experiences as researchers influence our understanding of the countryside 

(see also Daniel 2011). 

 

In an investigation with farmers in the Peak District in the United Kingdom, Riley (2010) 

demonstrates what can be gained by an embodied place-infused research approach. Riley 

(2010) interviews male farmers in order to trace the farm’s history. In doing so, he makes 

visible essential actors on the farms such as the farmer’s wife and the farm employees. 

He reflects on the fleeting but critical involvement of a farmer’s wife in an interview he 

was undertaking with her husband. He explains that the woman complemented her 

husband’s answers while continuing her chores on the farm. Through this anecdote and 

others, he argues that place influences the social construction of knowledge, and that 

bringing research into place is important to facilitate collective research practices with 

participants. Notably, when embodied and everyday knowledge is brought to the fore, 

then popular knowledge is understood as essential for academic knowledge (Fals Borda 

2013, 2015). 

 

The centrality of body and place in recent rural sociology have long been a concern to 

feminist scholars who have argued for the importance of embodied place-based research 

to understand women’s lived experiences (Pini 2003; Ferré 2004; Méndez Torres et al. 

2013). For instance, in a review of methodologies implemented in rural studies with 

women, Ferré (2004) argues that place-based studies contribute to knowledge of how 

rural women’s work is integral to the economic subsistence of the family. She explains 

that ethnographic methods illuminate women’s daily experiences so that new categories 

of work become visible. Thus, rather than relying on established categories that may not 

be consistent with the reality of rural women’s working lives, ethnographers can create 

new categories that are relevant and meaningful. Overall, she contends that feminist 

research has established that men and women are situated differently in the world and 

therefore their relationship to the places they inhabit is different.  

 

In undertaking embodied place-based research with rural women, key questions for rural 

feminist sociologists have mobilised around their own definitions and practices of 

feminism (see Pini 2003). Such questions are particularly salient in the context of Latin 

America, where feminist assumptions, preoccupations and values may differ from those 

promulgated by Western feminists. For instance, rural Latin American feminisms, based 

on the everyday experiences of rural women, have often argued for the value and 



 62 

prioritising of women’s sovereign right to produce food (Caro 2011; Espino et al. 2012). 

This is an issue addressed by Caro (2011), who contends Western feminists may be 

skeptical about a perspective of emancipation in which the kitchen is a place of resistance. 

This different experience and view of space contests assumed notions of Colombian rural 

women’s subordination. It also supports the goal of creating knowledge, which departs 

from the historical realities of rural women in Latin America (Gargallo Celentani 2014). 

Ultimately, it demonstrates the importance of place as a site to create knowledge that is 

based on women’s lived experience and as a site of symbolic and political value (see 

Massey 2005).  

 

Once we understand the countryside as a relational space (Woods 2010), then the 

influence of our embodied experience as researchers becomes salient. The interactions 

we have with the countryside as a field of research over time shapes our understandings 

of the places we visit, inhabit and walk through (Carolan 2008). Also shaping these 

understandings is our positionality. Thus, one of the reflections that emerged from my 

everyday reflexive practice in the field, documented in my fieldwork journal, was to be 

aware of the way I negotiated the performed identities in the rural context, as this was 

determinant of my positionality in the everyday. In this chapter, I explore this contention 

through the stories of place.  

 

3.1 Navigating Place in the Rural Field 

 

My place of residence during the three months of fieldwork in the Sierra Nevada de Santa 

Marta was the rural home of a woman leader, Nieves Martinez, who I met during the 

early days of my fieldwork. Nieves did not live permanently on the farm. She resides in 

Santa Marta but visits the farm every second weekend. Nieves introduced me to her sister, 

Maria, who became my host, and a close companion over the period of my fieldwork. 

Maria lives with her teenage daughter on the farm. She receives constant visits from her 

14 brothers and sisters who are mostly residents of the nearest city, Santa Marta. Like 

many other rural residents, Maria’s siblings were displaced by the armed conflict. They 

became accustomed to city life and have not returned permanently to the country. 

 

Maria’s family has a long history in the Sierra. In my field journal, I detailed the first 

conversations I had with Maria during the rain-soaked afternoons, which were about her 

family’s history in the area. In one of these entries I wrote:  
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Over the rain this afternoon we sat down and talked to Maria and Javier [a 

cousin] about the history of their family, about the time when their 

grandparents colonised the region and there was not any roads so they used 

mules to open up the dirt road for transport [they think it was in the 60s]. 

Then, they built the road and now they are paving it. 

 

During my time at the Martinez’s farm, when I was not visiting other participants, I 

watched soap operas with Maria and her daughter, helped with the kitchen and farm 

chores, learned about coffee growing, and walked around. This connected me with 

Maria’s own affective and embodied rural experiences. The constant visits of Maria’s 

extended family also allowed me to interact with the different generations and attain an 

understanding of their relationships to the countryside.  

 

The everyday experiences I had on the Martinez’s farm demonstrated what Herbert 

(2000) argues is what makes the ethnography unique; that is, it unveils the processes and 

meanings of sociospatial life. In the Sierra, this process was overly reflexive, as I had 

limited mobile reception and I had to be connected to the space constantly, and find ways 

to occupy my time during the afternoons when it rained heavily. This was often in the 

company of Maria and her daughter. I woke at six each morning and would sit down with 

Maria while she served black coffee and arepa22 for breakfast. We would speculate about 

the day’s weather, discuss my farm visits and her own plans for the day. If Nieves, her 

sister, was visiting, I would often stay on the farm and wait for her to catch up. In the 

meantime, I accompanied Maria to check on the home garden and the donkeys. I collected 

oranges with her daughter, or visited the neighbours for more coffee.  

 

Being so deeply enmeshed in Maria’s rural life and that of her family, friends and 

neighbours also gave me new insights into the countryside, and heightened my 

commitment to ethical research practice. Maria became the central gatekeeper who 

introduced me to the community. The Martinez family has a strong and positive 

reputation in the region. For instance, Maria and Nieves used to introduce me as the ‘new 

cousin’ in town. Thus, there was an embodied dimension to being brought into the 

Martinez family in that it impacted on my feelings of safety when navigating the field.  

 

                                                 
22 A thick tortilla style dish made of ground corn dough typical in Colombia.  
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Walking was also important in the field. In Minca, the veredas I visited were up to three 

hours’ walk from the Martinez’s farm. In Toca, I stayed in a farm that was 20 minutes’ 

walk from the town’s centre. Méndez Torres et al. (2013: 78-79) refer to this as veredear 

– the process of walking through the rural regional subdivisions of Latin America – and 

they explain: ‘finding light when walking through these places, observing other ways, 

recognising other ways of thinking and feeling, and through that light we construct a 

world from other visions and logics’. Walking was a social affair as I constantly 

encountered people I had met previously who asked about the research and my progress. 

While walking, I often tried to catch a ride on the bikes or cars passing by when it was 

safe to do so.  

 

Lucia, one of the five women that were part of Phase One of the research in Minca, sold 

medical products part-time in the community. She often walked all over the region to 

deliver merchandise or to claim payments. One day, as I was walking to visit her, we met 

on the gravel road. I walked with her to the next farm she needed to visit. While she had 

told me about her part-time work in a previous interview,23 walking with her brought her 

narrative into embodied form for me. In the interview, she had talked about work as 

important to her independence, stating: ‘I mean I try not to feel useless and relegated to 

the house, like that I am just useful for the house’. Lucia’s work offered spatial freedom 

beyond the confines of the house, where, in her absence, her husband cared for her two 

young children. The walking required of her work was not burdensome, but welcome, as 

mobility represented independence and a more equal sharing of domestic labour.  

 

Like Riley (2010), being in place gave me access to knowledge which may not have 

emerged in a traditional interview. In this case, the knowledge I gained was how 

prolonged Lucia’s daily workload was, given the long distances she had to walk. While 

Lucia had mentioned this in the interview, it was not until this walk that I understood the 

importance of this mobility to her own life. It also gave me insight into how this was 

embodied. This was also the case with Diosa in Toca. Diosa rode her bike with me 

onboard several times from the flower plantations, to pick up her daughter, and then, to 

her parent’s house to help with the farm chores. It was only after experiencing this, that I 

                                                 
23 She was unable to participate in any focus group, as her daughter got sick during my time in the Sierra. 

Therefore, she was interviewed separately. 
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understood the extraordinary workload that many women who work in the agroindustry 

face every day.  

 

The knowledge I acquired from walking with Lucia and Diosa was not an isolated 

moment, but rather occurred as I was veredeando with other research participants 

throughout fieldwork. For example, I wrote in my journal about a day spent with Milena 

in Minca:  

 

Then, she took the mattock and we went to a house/farm down the road that 

a wealthy man from Santa Marta owns and uses as a holiday house. Today 

she was getting paid $25,000COP (USD$8) for a daily jornal. This is where 

she told me her life story as we walked through the steep terrain and she used 

the mattock and threw fertiliser. When she was talking about the armed 

conflict she said that all that was left were the stories, because it is much safer 

now.  

 

This excerpt demonstrates the value of the nuanced knowledge that researchers can 

acquire in place and through embodied experiences such as walking. It was in the moment 

illustrated above that Milena shared the details and feelings of a very difficult moment in 

her life when she lost her husband in the armed conflict. As the morning progressed, we 

kept conversing about the armed conflict, and, in the afternoon, we had tinto (black 

coffee) at her house and chatted as people passed. In the focus group, Milena’s accounts 

of the armed conflict were brief because of time constraints and the fact that women were 

sharing several stories at the same time.  

 

In both fieldwork sites, walking necessitated confronting and understanding the weather 

conditions of the region. In Minca, I dealt with heavy rains. In contrast, in Toca, the sun 

was strong during the day but the temperature dropped dramatically at night and during 

the early mornings. As such, I witnessed how the climate influences the everyday lives 

of rural inhabitants and shared participants’ embodied reactions to the weather. For 

instance, the climate during the months of May to July in Minca is marked by heavy rain 

in the afternoons and, as a consequence, during my fieldwork, gravel roads were flooded. 

The wet weather also brought snakes out of hiding. More importantly, I started to feel the 

impotence of the struggles of the everyday due to the historical government abandonment 

of the countryside in Colombia (Vallejo Silva et al. 2012). This was evident in the terrible 

road conditions, the inadequate infrastructure to handle heavy rains and thunderstorms, 

and the lack of medical centres in the region of the Sierra – the closest one was an hour 
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bike ride away in Minca’s town centre. The conditions in Toca were substantially better 

as the road access was accessible. Still, the population constantly complained about the 

drought dramatically affecting the crops.  

 

In Minca, one day, after a heavy rainfall and thunderstorm, a bike rider came into a house 

I was visiting. The rider told me and the occupant, Margarita, that the cook of the regional 

school, Andrea, who had participated in one of the focus groups, was hit by lightning and 

rushed to hospital on a motorbike despite the dangerous conditions of the road. As the 

three of us gathered in the living room, we were joined by Margarita’s husband. The 

group shared stories of previous accidents with lightning. They recalled that requests for 

government funding for a lightning rod for the school had been to no avail. Deep distress 

was expressed about Andrea’s condition and the welfare of her three daughters and son. 

The helplessness and apprehension felt by Margarita and the people in the house, 

including me, reflects how the different rural actors (the climate, the roads, the people) 

affect and impact upon how we understand the space of the countryside. Moreover, they 

reveal how emotions and rationalisations around the situations in the Sierra are embodied 

in place and in the everyday.  

 

The distress that we experienced due to the lack of appropriate infrastructure and basic 

services (health) in an environment experiencing extreme weather is deeply tied to 

historical legacies such as the state abandonment of the Colombian countryside. This 

particular community in Minca has responded to this abandonment by collectively 

organising when rough weather hits the region, either by giving each other emotional 

support or by offering physical help when disasters occur. Collective peasant values 

(Wolf 1966) resonate with these everyday resistances, and the progressive familiarity of 

being in-the-field for some time illustrated how this agency was embodied (Herbert 

2000). Interestingly, over my time in the field, I also transformed my own feelings of 

fear, which were related to being ‘unfit’ emotionally and bodily for the field (see Jokinen 

and Caretta 2016), by drawing on the support of the participants.  

 

The embodied encounters I have described above reveal historically grounded 

experiences of the Colombian countryside. Further, the research decisions, knowledge 

production and emotions shaped, and were shaped by, the sociospatial relationships 

experienced and forged during fieldwork. These embodied experiences unveil the 

heterogeneity of the countryside as a space in which human and non-human actors 
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influence the research process. This highlights the importance of adopting a sentipensar 

or feeling-thinking approach to research. I also contend that such in-place embodied 

experiences, and the feeling-thinking feminist epistemology of my research, mitigated the 

anxieties I had in-place, and thereby facilitated more equitable and empathetic 

relationships with participants. The participatory methods further complicated the 

understandings of place, embodiment and research relationships in the field. These issues 

are taken up in the next section. 

 

3.2 On Participatory Methods in the Rural Field 

 

The purpose of the feminist participatory visual methodology I engaged during my time 

in fieldwork was two-fold. The first aim was to understand how women collectively 

conceptualised their labour and lives, while the second was to have a social impact in the 

communities by creating a visual record of women’s workloads. As Pini (2003: 419) 

explains in relation to feminism, ‘this is a theory which does not simply purport to 

describe inequalities in gendered power relations, but endeavours to challenge and change 

such relations’. In practice, this methodology was applied through the use of focus groups, 

in combination with visual methods and in-depth interviews. The latter will be the focus 

of this section.  

 

As a consequence of the extreme climate and women’s heavy workloads, farm visits 

became the most common mode for engaging with participants in both fieldwork sites. 

Decisions about where and when to conduct the focus groups to undertake photo-

elicitation, and decisions related to organising the exhibition, were dependent on these 

variables. While I was cognisant of the limited transport, difficult climatic conditions, 

and rural women’s workloads, I still needed to nominate a place where we could meet as 

a group. Prior to commencing the fieldwork, I had imagined focus groups being 

undertaken at a public place in the centre of town, such as the library or school. However, 

being embodied, and in place, shifted my thinking. As I attempted to continue with the 

plans I had generated pre-fieldwork, I realised I needed to take into account the spatial 

circumstances. I reflected on this in my diary while I was in Minca:  

 

I was supposed to do a focus group on Saturday, but unfortunately only two 

women showed up … I was going to do it in a school, but the principal did 

not arrive and the school was closed … It was frustrating, but the thing is that 

the weather is getting worse and the rain has really damaged the roads.  
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This day, the focus group was postponed to a more convenient time and venue. As a 

result, during fieldwork, I made the decision to invite the women to nominate where, with 

whom and when they thought we should meet. This is because I realised how decisions 

about fieldwork sometimes can only be made in place, and through embodied experiences 

(see McAreavey 2013).  

 

The focus groups were organised taking into account cultural and gendered specificities 

and dynamics (Hautzinger 2012). This influenced the decisions in terms of the 

composition of the groups, as it was important to consider individual’s biographies 

(Madriz 1998; Umaña Taylor and Bámaca 2004). For instance, having had connection to 

the region of Boyacá and campesina women there in my lifetime, I was aware that they 

tend to be shy to talk. The shyness is combined with the reality that rural women are often 

marginalised in public spaces due to their gendered and geographical identities (see 

Madriz 1998; Pini 2002). Thus, it became evident in both fieldwork sites that through the 

combination of external (i.e. weather, proximity) and contextual factors that women in 

the focus groups needed to know each other. This organisation happened as fieldwork 

was unfolding during the participant observation period. I asked the initial participants if 

they would like to invite their women friends, colleagues and/or family members to a 

group gathering where I would be conducting a focus group. This process proved to be 

effective in creating a comfortable space during the group interviews in which women 

shared their stories and created a collective narrative of their lives, facilitated by the 

photographs and questions presented.  

 

Additionally, place was fundamental to the organisation of the focus groups. In Toca, the 

town’s centre is easily accessible. Women agreed to meet in a local cafeteria to conduct 

the focus groups in the late afternoon once they were done with the daily chores or waged 

labour. For the women from the vereda that was the furthest from Toca, transport was 

provided. The cafeteria proved to be an easy, accessible and comfortable environment for 

women to share their experiences, to enjoy food and beverages, and to organise the 

photographic exhibition. On the other hand, in Minca, all of the women in the remote 

areas agreed that the best option would be congregating at someone’s household nearby 

before or after the daily rain. As a result, two of the focus groups with women were 

conducted at farms, which were the closest meeting point for all involved. Another focus 

group was undertaken at a juice shop in the centre of town as the women involved lived 

nearby. I moderated the final focus group with the Martinez women displaced from the 
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region in the front yard of a participant who lived in Santa Marta, the nearest city to 

Minca. In each instance, I sacrificed a quiet and ‘proper’ place of interviewing in order 

to prioritise the comfort of participants (see McAreavey 2013).  

 

The way in which place helped facilitate discussion was particularly pronounced in focus 

groups conducted on the farms. In these groups, women cooked and served tamales, hot 

chocolate, coffee and/or bread. The type of environment created felt similar to a gathering 

of friends and/or family. Place was critical here as the home is exactly where such 

gatherings take place. It is an intimate space and a place where women feel comfortable. 

Notably, as we finished one of the focus groups undertaken in Antonia’s living room in 

Minca, the women all chatted about how they should do this more often. Despite being 

neighbours, they rarely had the opportunity to meet and converse for a long period of 

time.  

 

While there were some limitations to the location of the interviews (e.g. interruptions 

from people passing by), their location proved more positive than negative, as they were 

largely undertaken in places which were part of rural women’s everyday experiences. 

Embedded in place, women had what were akin to more natural conversations than formal 

interviews in focus groups, and the visual artefacts (i.e. animals) in such places (i.e. farm 

and home) also prompted interesting discussions (see Riley 2010). As Milena reflected 

on my question as to why she prefers the countryside to the city, a turkey hen passed by:  

 

Rosa [referring to the turkey hen]: And if you have a hen, you kill a hen.  

Milena: And if I have hens, I kill a hen  … while in Santa Marta [the city] … 

you need to have the money to go to the store.  

Margarita: Look Delfina, you have a turkey hen. Look! That is beautiful!  

 

As such, the visual component of the research was not just manifest in the photographs, 

but also in the space of the countryside and its actors, such as the animals.  

 

More importantly, the focus groups created a lively collective testimony of campesina 

women’s diversity, lives, relationships, and agency. Along with the photographs, this 

testimony conveyed a sense of place and space that more traditional methods would have 

failed to capture (see Madriz 1998; Riley 2014). For example, women’s solidarity and 

admiration for each other as friends came to the fore. This was the case between the 
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women employed in flower factories in Toca. When asked about their workloads, they 

commented:  

 

Diosa: It is very hard! Do you know what it is to get home after almost nine 

hours of work, rest an hour and then keep working?  

Violeta: And you didn't even have the photos of tirando manguera,24 Virgen 

Santa! 

Isabel: Particularly I spend lots of time with Diosa … I go often to Diosa’s 

house to spoil the girls and to help them with the homework, to do this 

and that, for dinner.  

(Diosa smiles) 

Rosalina: Then you have to tidy up, sweep, and organise the house.  

(Diosa sits proud) 

Isabel: Yes, for Diosa it is very tough. And we admire her. Imagine going to 

the countryside and working and all of that … And still Diosa does 

not give up because in the company she is always active, active, 

active. 

 

A further factor that rendered the participatory methodology important is that the visual 

methods prompted differentiated narratives of the experiences of the countryside. At the 

same time, the focus groups allowed this to be a collective process (see Schwartz 1989). 

For example, all of the groups finished with an activity in which the women were asked 

to choose a photo they thought reflected the life of campesina women and to tell the group 

why. All women used this opportunity to talk about the countryside despite the fact that 

not all lived in rural areas. For instance, Noema and her sister, Elena, who were part of 

the group of women displaced from the region of the Sierra due to the armed conflict, and 

who now live in the city, reflect on Figure 5 of Milena working the jornal:  

 

                                                 
24 This is an expression that means ‘throwing hose’. It refers to the time when women help their husbands 

with the fertiliser or water hose in the crops. These hoses can be heavy and long depending on the terrain.  
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Figure 5: Milena works the jornal at a farm nearby her house.  

Noema: I like the one where Milena is working because it reminds me that 

we had to live that time. We had to clean the coffee plantations, clean with a 

mattock, plant cassava, plant sugar cane. We had to do all of that and that is 

why it reminds me of Milena’s photo. My father used to take us to plant. Now, 

we do not do it. We would be lying if we said we still did. 

Elena: And you were scared. I remember we were scared … but we still went.  

 

By bringing an everyday rural place to their now urban setting, the displaced women were 

able to reflect on their past experiences of the countryside. Moreover, the collective 

interview process provided insight into how participants narrate the stories about their 

identities as campesinas (see Riley 2014).  

 

The final activity during the group interviews also led to other women identifying 

themselves in the photos, as they carried out similar routines. Pamela, in Toca, chose 

Figure 6 in which Sofia is walking with her children on the farm:  
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Figure 6: Sofia walks with her children through the farm to take them to school.  

 

Pamela: I chose the photo [Figure 6] with Sofia and the kids because it 

reminds me of … I have two older sons so they go to study and I go with the 

two little ones to milk and to take out the cattle and sheep.  

 

The photos and testimonies brought to light how collective values are conceptualised, and 

how particular places are embodied or constructed. Given the complex history of the 

Colombian countryside, it was very valuable to create a nuanced and differentiated 

understanding of rural women’s experiences. 

 

However, it is important to recognise that photographs are not objective representations, 

and that my own gaze has shaped the construction of each image. I was professionally 

trained as a photojournalist, so I was aware that taking photographs from specific angles 

and using certain lighting can influence the mood of an image. Thus, given the feminist 

politics of my research, I purposefully took low and plain level angles to show women as 

powerful subjects of the photographs. Additionally, I decided to avoid cropping and 

altering the photos digitally, except for brightness and contrast for the photos in low light. 

In relation to ethics, I purposefully left out any photographs that women expressed their 

dislike for, or which inadvertently captured other subjects who had not given consent to 

participate in the study. These considerations are part of complex ethics of using visual 

methods (see Cox et al. 2014).  
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It was also important to involve participants in the creation of photographs. Women often 

pointed to places, or talked about daily routines they wanted me to photograph. Once I 

brought the collated portfolio back to them, I was often confronted with the realisation 

that my aesthetic and conceptual choices, meaning those photos that I liked the most, 

were irrelevant to the way women wanted to tell their own story. As Harper (1992) argues, 

visual methods allow for research roles to be reversed when the researcher becomes the 

listener. Given the epistemic de(s)colonial focus of this research, these shifts in power 

relationships were extremely valuable.  

 

For instance, through the focus groups, it became evident that the kitchen was a 

particularly important place for women’s empowerment and identity. As women viewed 

the portfolio of photographs they shared extended narratives based on photographs of the 

kitchen and the stove. Ruminations on cooking in the kitchen on the wood and charcoal 

stove were prominent themes across the focus groups. Diana, a woman from Bogotá who 

has lived in Minca for over a year and is very involved in the community, commented on 

a photograph of Maria cooking in the stove:  

 

Diana: Around the food is where you have those intimate moments with your 

family … without a television in front, without a mobile phone in front, that 

is why the stove is so beautiful. It is warm. It is hot, because … it is a reunion 

with the food and because sometimes there is not much food, and the mothers 

make up this wonderful things. That is why I chose this photo.  

 

As is evident in the response from Diana, photographs facilitated narratives of place that 

might be taken for granted or even discounted. It has been argued that domestic spaces 

are an important part of rural women’s everyday and that these places can also be sites of 

negotiation for rural women who are reflexive of gender roles and patriarchy (Caro 2011; 

Giraldo 2010; Rodriguez Castro, Pini and Baker 2016). The responses to the photos in 

the kitchen of Maria in Minca and Sofia in Toca (see Figure 17 and 18), provide evidence 

of this claim while also contesting assumptions that rural women are not reflexive of 

gender roles. Thus, the importance of implementing visual methods lies in the unexpected 

knowledge that emerges.  

 

Visual methods also have the potential to promote more equitable relationships with 

participants that create narratives that are embedded in the feelings of place (see Kindon 

2003). As a researcher/photographer, I endeavoured to understand women’s gestures, the 

places they inhabit, and their relationships with the people, the animals and the objects 
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they loved. In this endeavour I encountered detailed stories, anecdotes, and visual 

narratives that other methods would not have revealed (Araya Gómez 2003). Women 

used the photographs to express emotions, and to afford meaning and narratives to 

everyday objects, interactions and routines that were taken for granted (see Pink 2013). 

For instance, Esperanza explained that she understood ‘the countryside life’ after looking 

at the photographs of women’s daily routines:  

 

Esperanza: Well, the photos show this Laurita, the countryside life, that is the 

daily life! While the people in the city spend their time in offices, in their 

jobs. It is different. The countryside living is that one, live with the animals, 

looking after them … Like what the photo is showing, the animals, the cattle 

and the hens. To look after the children, to cook for the labourers, mmm … 

Yes! That is the countryside life!  

 

Esperanza’s account reveals the way in which photo-elicitation enabled participants to 

become producers of knowledge and gave personal narratives to the photos. 

 

By being clear on the way the photographs were co-constructed, I want to address the 

biographies of the visuals, and how these shifted as the research progressed (see Pink 

2007). I found it imperative to allow enough time in every step of the creation of the 

visual narratives in order to abide by the ethics and politics of my own research, and 

therefore avoid any uncomfortable situations for participants. Strategies such as asking 

multiple times for verbal consent while constructing visual narratives were fundamental 

to the research practice. Therefore, the narratives presented in the photographic 

exhibitions are mediated by the visuals’ biographies, including participants’ choices of 

the images and quotations (see Appendix F).  

 

Overall, the participatory component of the research and the visual methods facilitated 

bringing the research results into place. Further, by taking into account places such as the 

farm and the kitchen as sites of knowledge production, women created extended 

narratives based on the photographs of rural life. These narratives also spoke to an 

understanding of the countryside as embodied and relational. Given the challenging 

circumstances of the setting, choosing a suitable site for the focus groups was crucial to 

ensure participants were comfortable and relaxed, and to create a collaborative 

environment, which resulted in the photographic exhibitions in each town. Another 

dimension that contributed to doing embodied research in place was addressing 
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positionality and reflexivity in the everyday. I will explore this contention in the next 

section.  

 

3.3 Addressing Positionality and Reflexivity in the Everyday  

 

Lorena Cabnal’s quotation presented in the introduction of this thesis states: ‘It is difficult 

to explain this to a white woman when the conditions are not given’ (cited in Gargallo 

Celentani 2014: 17). This powerful critique in relation to understanding non-white 

women’s struggles is fundamental to the way this research was conducted, and the 

journey I embarked upon to de(s)colonise my feminism through feeling-thinking. My 

agenda was to facilitate a dialogue with participants and to reflect critically on my 

positionality as a middle-class mestiza woman with an urban background. In the Latin 

American literature, Indigenous and Black feminists have challenged women such as me 

to recognise our privilege as white mestiza women. They argue that the mestiza identity 

has been used as a substitute for whiteness in Latin America (see Barroso 2014). In this 

respect, Cabnal’s pronouncement provided the impetus for me to question my 

intersectional privilege.  

 

As a feminist researcher, I addressed this privilege through implementing reflexive 

practices throughout my research. Scholars have approached reflexivity in a range of 

ways in their research. Adkins (2003) draws on Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field 

to explain how reflexivity is constituted when there is a lack of fit between these two. 

However, this lack of fit does not mean that once recognised, it can perhaps deconstruct 

the rules of gender. In contrast, Adkins (2003: 22) explains reflexivity as a ‘habit of 

gender in late modernity’. In another rumination on reflexivity, Finlay (2002: 225) notes 

feminist researchers have opted for more experiential, critical approaches, and have 

rejected more individualistic, ‘introspective’ approaches to reflexivity. As such, 

reflexivity becomes an embodied and performed practice in the field influenced by its 

actors, including the researched and the researcher, as well as by norms and the space 

(see also Butler 1990; Woods 2010).  

 

Overall, I have identified two important considerations from my reflexive practice and 

positionality. The first principle I have identified as important to reflexivity is that 

positionality is shifting and intersectional. The second consideration is that these 
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processes are embedded in the stories of place in the everyday. To address these issues, I 

will narrate some of the stories collected in my fieldwork journals.  

 

In the research, race, class and geography became important markers of my positionality. 

Colombia is a society that is dramatically marked by social class divisions (Brittain and 

Sacouman 2008). In Toca, the first fieldwork site, I was the ‘doctor’s daughter’ – a 

wealthy and urban woman whose father worked in the nearest city hospital. This was an 

identity I had to navigate, since various people in the town had been my father’s patients. 

There was a status conferred on me as the ‘doctor’s daughter’ that facilitated trust and 

access to the community. At the same time this identity signified a power imbalance that 

was difficult to shift. Accordingly, in Minca, the markers of class and geographical 

privilege were also evident. Despite being from the same country, and sharing the same 

language as participants, I was an outsider as a result of my lack of ‘local cultural’ 

literacy.  

 

Thus, I was ‘negotiating a swamp’ of various positionalities and performances, which 

were identified through a reflexive approach to research (Finlay 2002: 209). For instance, 

I was often teased about my lack of ability to navigate the rural landscape, and women 

often taught me more effective ways of walking, dealing with wildlife and the weather. 

In these lessons, it became evident how important it was to situate reflexivity in the 

everyday. While some days I felt the extreme privilege that I have due to my social class 

and whiteness, other days I was being taught how to walk up steep cliffs so I did not get 

hurt. Overall, an overt reflexivity during fieldwork embedded in the everyday proved to 

be an effective way to traverse anxieties and to identify power imbalances. As Fuller 

(1999) argues, the overt recognition of the researcher’s positionality will benefit the 

research, as well as the researcher. She contends that this adds layers of professional 

accountability and allows academics to affect social change.  

 

Additional markers of my positionality were my gender and age, as a 25-year-old woman 

with a youthful appearance travelling ‘by herself’. For instance, as a woman, I had access 

to the intimate aspects of the lives of campesina women as we had conversations about 

reproductive health and cooking, which, in a traditional context like the countryside of 

Colombia, are ‘women’s business’. This positionality gave me an entree to the places 

where women spent most of their time. In these places, I could photograph the women 

and share intimate conversations with them.  
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On one occasion in Toca, I was invited to spend the day on a farm where people were 

congregating to pick up a harvested potato crop. I spent the day with women in the 

kitchen, as they cooked for and assisted the men who picked the potatoes. During lunch, 

the men came into the house where the women had been cooking. As the men finished 

eating lunch to return to their labours, only two young men returned their dishes to the 

kitchen. They commented that they had learned to help their mothers with the chores. In 

my fieldwork journal, I wrote:  

 

This was a special day, not only because I noticed the permanence of 

traditional gender roles, but also because I see that younger men are much 

more aware and care more for their mothers and women’s workloads. Also, I 

felt that “buzz” of fieldwork by the end of the day that I somehow was part 

of all of it. They joked with me and really opened up talking about the 

countryside and the future.  

 

This excerpt not only illustrates the recognition of the patriarchal context, but also that 

research is intimately felt in the everyday. The photographic accounts of this day allowed 

me to reflect on how bodies experience place. These reflections are a central component 

of the findings of this thesis. In this regard, Bryant and Livholts (2013: 407) argue that 

photography becomes important as a way of reflecting on bodies and place: ‘written 

words through memory or diaries give a sense of bodies in space while photographs 

capture a still image of bodies in place’.  

 

On the other hand, I experienced several uncomfortable situations in which my gendered 

body had to adapt to the fieldwork context. These experiences had a spatial connotation, 

foregrounding Bryant and Livholts’ (2007: 29) notion of the ‘gendering of space’. For 

example, Pini (2004), in her project exploring women’s participation in the Australian 

sugar industry, explains an uncomfortable situation in which men she is interviewing 

direct sexual innuendos at her. The situation is aggravated by the reinforcement and 

acceptance of such behaviour by other members in the community. Pini (2004: 169) 

concludes that her identity as a ‘nice country girl’ was more acceptable within her 

research context than her ‘feminist’ identity.  

 

As a woman researcher, I entered a rural cultural field in which patriarchy politically 

regulated my embodied performance. On several occasions in Minca, I felt unsafe 

walking on roads as trucks passed. Men often whistled at or catcalled me, saying things 
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like, ‘why such a beautiful girl walking alone?’ This impacted on the way I performed in 

the field and presented myself to men in the community. I often had to avoid men or had 

to say that I had a partner at home. I was also questioned several times in more intimate 

contexts as to why I was not married to my partner. Therefore, my identity, which is 

embedded in feminist ideals of gender equality, was contested by the hegemonic 

expectations and norms about womanhood in the patriarchal context of rural Colombia 

(see Thomas 2011). I found that traditional readings of my sexualised identity ameliorated 

as I became a familiar presence in the field over a period of several weeks. Living with a 

local family who told people I was their cousin no doubt also contributed to my increased 

sense of safety in the community. This demonstrates that the gendering of space can be 

negotiated over time (see Bryant and Livholts 2007).  

 

As a feminist researcher, the in-depth interviews conducted with women activists also led 

me to question my own ideas of feminism. It became evident that my understandings of 

liberation were embedded within my social context, and that I had to deconstruct and 

de(s)colonise this context in order to engage in an open dialogue with campesina women 

and leaders in the social movement interviews. As Pini (2003) explains in her research 

with an Australian agricultural organisation, rural women’s ideas of empowerment can 

be different from that of the researcher. Therefore, being empathetic to women’s points 

of resistance and working to challenge one’s discourses of liberation are important (Pini 

2003). Being aware and reflexive of this dimension in my own research not only benefited 

the research practice, but also contributed to the project’s theoretical conclusions.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, a feeling-thinking and feminist approach to research involves 

understanding the body and place as essential for research processes and meaning-making 

in the everyday. Such an approach aims to create a collaborative environment for research 

in the field, and to understand the countryside as a relational space where different actors 

create and negotiate meanings in place. Participatory methods, reflexivity and 

positionality are particularly relevant to understanding embodiment and place in a rural 

context.  

 

Embodied research is important to shift epistemologies towards de(s)colonising 

knowledge and to create discussions about how we enact and perform rural and feminist 
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research. Methodologically, the participatory and communitarian approaches taken in this 

research, such as visual methods and focus groups, were shaped by the specific context 

of the countryside. Places like the farm and the kitchen are sites of resistance, agency and 

negotiation for rural women. Thus, challenging the hegemonic conceptualisations of 

these places was an important dimension of this research. For this reason, I see the value 

in taking on feminist methodologies that facilitate the collective construction of 

meanings, that render visible women’s work and experiences, and that reflexively 

question the researcher’s positionality and privilege.  

 

Once we shift our understanding of the countryside as an embodied relational space, the 

people, the social relationships, habits, norms, animals, climate, landscape, and the 

regional, national and global forces, are all recognised in place and in the everyday. If 

space is not just ‘surface’ (Massey 2005: 4), then all of these actors play prominent roles 

in our research process and contribute to sociospatial understandings. Therefore, our 

experiences are embodied and our thoughts, feelings and politics are constantly 

negotiated in the field as essential parts of knowledge production.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

Globalisation and the Neoliberal Countryside 

 

There is an attempt to work towards a groundness that – in an age which 

globalisation is so easily imagined as some kind of force emanating always 

from “elsewhere” – is vital for posing political questions (Massey 2005: 15). 

 

This thesis departs from an understanding of neoliberal globalisation as a project, and not 

as an overarching force that undeniably changes rural places (Massey 2005; Woods 2007; 

Scott 1990, 2012; El Khoury 2015). I will explore globalisation based on Woods’ (2007: 

485) notion of the ‘global countryside’. Woods (2007) proposes the term as a hypothetical 

space understood as emerging from the multi-scalar (global, national, local) discourses, 

processes and practices, and incorporating both human and non-human actors. Further, 

he has argued that his idea requires elucidation through place-based studies (see also 

Bebbington 2001; Riley and Harvey 2007; Kay 2008; Farah and Neuburger 2013). 

Through a place-based/local approach, this thesis highlights the agency of local rural 

places and examines how they transform and impact the project of neoliberal 

globalisation. In this respect, I build on scholarship that has engaged gender as a lens to 

unveil different experiences of rurality (i.e. Whatmore, Marsden and Lowe 1994; 

Raynolds 2002; Little and Panelli 2010; Graham 2010; Bryant and Pini 2011). At the 

same time, I depart from much of this scholarship given my interest is the countryside in 

the Global South, and thus the lives of campesinas and their positioning by state and 

global political actors. In order to understand the local context of the towns in which 

fieldwork was conducted, this chapter provides an overview of the literature on rural 

geography and Latin American rurality.  

 

In delineating the ways in which rural places are potentially being remade by 

globalisation, Woods (2007), drawing on Massey’s (2005) notions of space and place as 

relational and interconnected, argues against the types of understandings of globalisation 

that historically have enjoyed considerable currency in rural geography. This notion of 

globalisation brings uncontrollable and overarching change to local places. These places, 

contextualised in ideas of rurality and the peasantry, are understood as slow, traditional 

and unchanging. However, this understanding fails to recognise the making of place and 

space through social processes in specific locations. Imagining space as a process allows 

for openness, the opportunity to contest the forces of modernity as determining the future, 

and to genuinely engage with politics (Massey 2005). Therefore, Massey (2005) calls for 
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re-positioning space within a set of ideas of heterogeneity, multiplicity and relationality, 

instead of notions of space as static and closed. This allows for thinking about 

globalisation through space as political, and enables a re-formulation of its definition and 

effects. Based on his conceptualisation of the ‘global countryside’ as a hybrid space, 

Woods (2007: 485) writes that ‘the politics of globalization cannot be reduced to 

domination or subordination, but are instead a politics of negotiation and configuration’. 

Further, a focus on the latter has the potential to produce more nuanced, engaged and 

politically salient knowledge about rural places and its inhabitants. This understanding 

will shape the way space, place and the rural are understood throughout this thesis.  

 

Similar to globalisation, neoliberalism is an ambiguous term often portrayed as the 

current overarching process that is restructuring societies around the world. Birch (2015: 

571) defines neoliberalism as ‘the promotion of free markets, individual responsibility 

and global homogeneity’. How neoliberalism has been enacted in relation to the 

countryside in Latin America can be illustrated through reference to the dairy industry. 

In an analysis of milk clusters, Dirven (2001: 301) argues that in the 1990s the dairy 

industry started using more ‘capital-intensive technology’ and its activity moved towards 

urban centres. He contends that the changes in the Colombian dairy industry have been 

characterised by rapid growth, modernisation, outsourcing, new quality and 

environmental standards, and greater competition. The multiple outcomes of neoliberal 

restructuring demonstrate the complexity of global and local relationships in shaping and 

enacting neoliberalism.  

 

Therefore, highlighting the characteristics and power relationships of the neoliberal 

project is critical to avoiding generalisations that ignore the current instability of 

neoliberal governments that have faced global recession and financial crises (Harrison 

2010). El Khoury (2015) argues that neoliberal processes have often been portrayed as 

highly successful, despite the negative consequences of deregulation, stagflation, 

unemployment and privatisation (see also Harrison 2010; Birch 2015). In response to the 

linear narratives of neoliberal globalisation, El Khoury (2015: xiii) redefines globalisation 

as ‘infraglobalization’, bringing the state, grassroots movements, everyday citizens and 

transnational forces together as actors who can potentially, and have already, proposed 

and enacted alternative developments (see Kerala example in El Khoury 2015: 241). She 

argues for an ontological shift towards multiplicity and action towards propositional 

politics from the bottom. Based on James C. Scott’s (1990) scholarship, she argues that 
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the infra underlies a less visible scale of globalisation that is often undermined through a 

‘public transcript’ given by a corporatist lens (El Khoury 2015: 1). For example, in 

Colombia, neoliberal restructuring has also been challenged by well-organised traditional 

agricultural associations such as the national potato industry organisation (Federación 

Colombiana de Productores de Papa). This organisation has responded to the new 

demands of competition and hygiene standards, while resisting and exposing unequal 

relationships that place small farmers in unequal productive relationships (see Fedepapa 

2013). As such, Scott and Maldonado (1999: 227) classify Colombia as an exporter of 

potatoes which has been characterised by: ‘higher yields and lower unit costs of 

production’, a ‘well-organized federation of growers’ and a ‘well-developed network of 

marketing infrastructure’. This example demonstrates that exploring the nuances of the 

paths of resistance, alternatives, and even adaptation to neoliberal processes is important 

to contest the view that there is ‘no alternative’ to a neoliberal path (see Harrison 2010).  

 

4.1 Rural Studies in Latin America  

 

Bengoa explains that since the 1950s and 1960s, debates in Latin America on the rural 

have focused on ideas of change that contested romanticised ideas of rurality. He writes 

that what was often ignored in this work was the political and active role of the peasant. 

Moreover, the region’s agrarian reforms, initiated in the 1960s, shaped the future of rural 

Latin America. Mass resistance peasant movements included Indigenous people, who 

‘left their ethnicity at home’, to fight for structural changes (Bengoa 2003: 48). The 

majority of the agrarian reforms in Latin America (Bolivia was an exception) were 

characterised by dividing large estates into agricultural enterprises, giving land to 

peasants who became agricultural producers, advocating semi-urbanisation, and releasing 

land for colonisation (Bengoa 2003). Different views about the effects of the agrarian 

reforms were expressed in the literature throughout the 1970s, with peasantist and 

depeasantist (proletarian) perspectives enunciated. In the 1980s, these views were given 

further shape in the literature alongside a newly emerging focus on what was termed ‘new 

rurality’.  

 

The notion of the ‘new rurality’ arose as rural scholars in Latin America sought to 

understand the changes occurring in the countryside towards the latter part of the 

twentieth century. These changes included the international migration of rural workers, 

the movement of rural populations to the cities, pluriactivity, the industrialisation of 
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agriculture, the increase in contractual labour on farms, and the feminisation of the 

workforce (Llambi 2000; Hecht 2010; Kay 2007, 2008). Kay (2008: 916) explains that 

the shift in the 1980s and 1990s from a state-driven to a liberal-market driven rural 

economy in Latin America led to the emergence of the term in academic debates. He also 

observes that the term was adopted by institutions and non-government organisations and 

was used in multifarious ways for rural development strategies and international 

cooperation.  

 

Kay (2008) identifies three common themes in scholarship on the new rurality. The first 

is that the work on the subject explores what was previously ignored about rural spaces. 

It recognises the plural nature of peasant work in Latin America, including its gendered 

dimensions. A second theme he identifies is its reformist agenda; that is, it is focused on 

a more socially just countryside in terms of equity and poverty, and environmental 

sustainability. It is work which advocates for change in public policy, but not necessarily 

other paths for rural development away from neoliberal agendas. The third theme 

embedded in writing on the ‘new rurality’ is the proposal of a radical ‘communitarian’ 

rural society that surpasses neoliberalism and capitalism (Kay 2008: 922-923).  

 

What is important about the communitarian focus of scholarship on the ‘new rurality’ is 

that it brings to the fore the role of peasants in the Latin American countryside, and their 

resistance strategies to neoliberal restructurings. As such, it contests the hegemonic 

neoliberal lens that often subsumes alternative development approaches and renders 

particular rural actors invisible (El Khoury 2015; Coe and Yeung 2001). As Barkin (2004) 

argues, despite the evident change of traditional rurality in Latin America, and the 

disadvantage which characterises peasant life, there are numerous rural societies in Latin 

America resisting changes and proposing their own alternatives. Kay (2008) critiques 

Barkin’s approach, and argues that is also important to take into account the role of the 

state, and other political and transnational actors that are necessary to contest neoliberal 

globalisation effectively.  

 

Overall, through complicating globalisation by affording attention to the multiplicity of 

spatial relationships and community-based paradigms that involve a variety of local and 

global actors, this research seeks to inform and strengthen alternative approaches to 

development and to the processes of globalisation. Given the feminist rationale of this 

research, I argue that this needs to be done through a gendered intersectional lens.  
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4.2 Feminist Rural Studies in the Global Rural  

 

Feminist rural scholarship has contributed to gendering the countryside through bringing 

women’s voices and experiences to the fore (see Osorio 2011). Bengoa (2003) argues that 

one of the shifts within debates of the agrarian question (trans. cuestión rural) that 

emerged in the 1970s, was an understanding of the countryside from campesinos (men) 

to campesinas (women). He demonstrates that studies that engaged with the agrarian 

question with a gender lens started to contest the patriarchal nature of rurality in Latin 

America, and acknowledge the previously ignored historical role of women during the 

agrarian reforms, and other political movements that shaped rural lives. Collectively, the 

scholarship that emerged in this early period rendered visible experiences of violence in 

rural women’s lives. As such, men’s and women’s different experiences of rurality were 

recognised and documented (see, for example, Osorio 2011; Farah and Neuburger 2013).  

 

Farah and Neuburger (2013) map recent theoretical and empirical developments in gender 

related research on rural Latin America. They highlight four key issues. Firstly, they note 

that more recent work has been contextualised by globalisation and its impacts, such as 

women’s remunerated work, the rights to water, and environmental disaster responses 

and climate change (see also Raynolds 2002; Chant and Craske 2003; Echánove 2005; 

Graham 2010). A second development the authors identify in relation to contemporary 

gender and rural Latin American scholarship is a shift epistemologically from a focus on 

women to gender. They explain that current concerns in the literature are not only with 

women and femininity, but also with men and masculinity, and the relationships between 

men/women and masculinity/femininity. A third emergent concern is intersectionality, 

which has been introduced in studies and development programs, taking into account 

dimensions such as social class, race, age, geographical origin and sexuality. Finally, 

Farah and Neuburger (2013) argue that there is a gap in locally engaged empirical studies 

of gender in rural areas. They call for more place-based and local empirical gender studies 

of rural Latin American spaces.  

 

In parallel to scholarship on gender and rurality in Latin America is a body of feminist 

rural geographical research that has largely focused on the developed world (see 

Whatmore, Marsden and Lowe 1994; Little and Panelli 2010; Bryant and Pini 2011). 

Early studies on rurality and gender in the 1970s focused on gender largely through a 
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socialist feminist paradigm that considered the rural labour process. Previous rural studies 

tended to concentrate on formal employment activities, taking into account measures such 

as ‘the standard man day’, leaving informal household work mainly undertaken by 

women overlooked (Whatmore, Marsden and Lowe 1994: 3). In an early commentary, 

rural feminist geographer Jo Little (1986) acknowledged the importance of studying 

localities as a way to explore the different spatial dimensions and manifestations in the 

rural. In this respect, Little (1986) was bringing a rural lens to broader feminist 

geographical theorising that was occurring at the time, which argued for an 

epistemological shift to local processes and experiences. As feminist geographers 

Zelinsky, Monk and Hanson (1982: 319) argued at the time:  

 

From a preoccupation with spatial structures to a focus on processes – of 

society, the political economy, the ecosystem – then, rather magically, great 

new vistas of unexplored territory open up. Few are as urgent, intellectually, 

or morally, as the geography of women.  

 

In rural studies, feminists contributed to the broader feminist geographical call to open 

up to scrutiny ‘new’ spaces as research sites by studying the home and domestic arena of 

farms. In this respect, they demonstrated the vital nature of women’s domestic work to 

the survival of the family and the farm business (Little and Panelli 2010). Feminist 

critiques of agriculture also brought to light unequal patriarchal gender relations that 

affected not only farms, but also whole rural communities (Little and Panelli 2010; Chant 

and Craske 2003). Research demonstrated that women undertook traditional feminised 

roles in the community, and that this was tied to notions of the rural idyll and reinforced 

by patriarchal institutions such as the church (Pini, Brandth and Little 2015).  

 

Since the 1990s, feminist rural geographical scholarship has been influenced by the 

‘cultural turn’ in rural geography, which resulted in epistemological and methodological 

ruptures in the discipline, away from structuralist/Marxist perspectives, political economy 

paradigms, and highly positivist quantitative approaches (Cloke 1997). In this period, 

feminists raised new concerns around questions of diversity and multiplicity. As Little 

(2002) has explained, there was a shift in rural women’s studies as the notion of women 

as a homogenous group was challenged, and an emphasis on differences between women 

emphasised. This also contested the ideas of ‘traditionality’, which was often ascribed to 

the rural (Bryant 1999: 237). Pini, Brandth and Little (2015: 2) explain that this 

conceptual trajectory became manifest in rural geography with new work emerging on 



 87 

the diversity of those who constitute the ‘category’ of rural women. This was also 

evidenced in emerging scholarship exploring the ways in which gender and rurality 

intersect with other aspects of identity such as age, disability, sexuality, race and political 

activism (see Bryant and Pini 2011). Also emerging in this more recent period has been 

feminist work on the gendered body in rural and agricultural spaces (e.g. Morgan, Brandth 

and Kvande 2005) 

 

In more recent geographical scholarship, feminists have explored gender relations in the 

context of globalisation and neoliberalism (e.g. Bryant and Garnham 2014; Leach and 

Yates 2015). In a cross-national study from the United States, the former Soviet Union 

and South-East Asia, Radhakrishnan and Solari (2015: 785) argue that ‘empowered 

women’ and ‘failed patriarchs’ have become the gender discourse of neoliberalism. 

Moreover, they contend that the incorporation of poor and working-class women into the 

workforce, within the context of global capitalism and supported by feminist ideas of 

waged work as inherently empowering for all women, allows poor women’s labour to 

remain cheap. Furthermore, they write that nationalistic ideologies, like those of the 

Soviet Union and the United States, consider the family in the centre and therefore, 

position women in reproductive traditional roles. This positioning in working-class 

environments produces a dissonance between ‘prevailing ideologies and material 

conditions’ (men as provider, women as carer), but do not change these relations 

(Radhakrishnan and Solari 2015: 785).  

 

As a result, politically engaged feminist studies that contest traditional gender role 

discourses, and focus on the local knowledge of women’s agency, are essential. El 

Khoury (2015) argues that the importance of the informal order, in which women are 

often positioned, is the potential basis for grassroots alternative developments. She argues 

that women who are not active in the public political arena are often portrayed as passive 

subjects confined to the private. Therefore, if the informal economies and places in which 

women live their everyday are brought to the foreground, ideas on new developments can 

arise. When informal order and private spaces are regarded as essential to the formation 

of social reality, women are agents and political actors within these geographies. The 

above contentions are particularly important given that rural women have historically 

supported their communities through subsistence agriculture, and informality, but are 

often not recognised or rewarded as such (see Buendía-Martínez and Carrasco 2013).  
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While feminist geographies have opened up new topics of inquiry, it remains the case that 

the majority of the literature continues to focus on rural women in the industrial West 

(Bryant and Pini 2011). Momsen and Townsend (1987: 28) stated in Geography of 

Gender in The Third World that gender geography encompasses the consistent theme of 

women’s subordination, as it ‘has both this world-wide continuity and regional and local 

diversity’, recognising the complexity gendered relationships have when placed 

historically and spatially. They called for work on how aspects of women’s lives vary 

around the world, and studies of how countries are incorporated into a world economy 

through an analysis of regional variations, localities, households and individuals. These 

observations are particularly important in Latin American studies given women’s 

historical marginalisation as agents of the rural. Prioritising the local within a global 

context unveils nuanced data and highlights difference, which contests linear and 

generalised understandings of rural women’s lives within globalisation.  

 

4.3 The Latin America Peasantry: Definitions and Debates  

 

The term peasant emerged in sociological and anthropological fieldwork accounts in the 

1950s and 1960s, and led to a significant growth in what was labelled ‘Third World’ 

studies (Silverman 1979). Robert Redfield’s (1955: 135) trips to Mexico in the 1950s, 

and his first reference of Tepoztlán as a ‘peasant village’, are examples of this research. 

Silverman (1979: 53) highlights Redfield’s formal statement of the ‘folk society and 

culture’ as the foundation for the broader use of the term ‘peasant’ in later scholarly works 

in the 1960s. During that decade, anthropologist Eric Wolf (1966), in his work Peasants, 

explained that peasants are different from primitive societies as they engage in the means 

of production, as well as make ceremonial contributions to society. In such literature, 

ideas of community become ascribed to peasant identities.  

 

Since the 1980s, the term ‘peasant’ has been increasingly contested in the literature on 

globalisation. Owen (2005: 369) notes that the rise of postmodern discouse in the 1980s 

mark ‘the decline of the “peasant”’ in scholarship. It is not just that the peasant ceased to 

be a subject for investigation. It is also that the peasant was viewed as no longer a relevant 

category for analysis. The latter, referred to in the literature as the ‘non-peasant’ or 

‘depeasantisation’ discourse, gained traction in the 1990s with the rise of globalisation, 

and new theories of power and consumption. An early illustrative commentary was 

Kearney’s Reconceptualizing the Peasantry: Anthropology in Global Perspective (1996). 
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In the monograph, Kearney (1996) argued that the transformation of peasant communities 

occurring through globalisation required a rethinking of the very notion of ‘the peasant’. 

In reviewing Kearney’s (1996) book, Montoya (1998) critiques the lack of broader 

ethnographic support for the de-peasantisation of the rural, and the associated claim that 

the term ‘peasant’ should be abandoned. Owen (2005: 376) also contends that, although 

Kearney aimed to reconcile the peasantry and modernist globalist discourses, he ignored 

the ‘element of the social’.  

 

More recent work on the subject by Bernstein (2014: 1044) argues ‘there are no 

“peasants” in the world of contemporary capitalist globalisation’. Supporting his 

argument, Bernstein (2014: 1044) contends that ‘this also means that large sections of 

rural people in today’s South, perhaps the majority in most places, are better understood 

as a particular component of “classes of labour” rather than “farmers” in any determinate 

and useful sense’. Ignored by Kearney (1996) and Bernstein (2014) is the historical and 

socio-cultural importance of the term campesinx, or its denominations in other countries 

of the region, which, after revolutions across Latin America, came to be ascribed as a 

political and agentic identity (Edelman 2013). This identification was connected to the 

long-lasting debate around the so-called ‘agrarian question’ in Latin America that has 

concerned land access and reforms (Holz Cárcamo 2014). In the context of the agrarian 

question, peasant claims to cultural and political identity have been tools to assert rights 

and to access resources (Hristov 2009).  

 

In contrast to those who view the notion of the peasantry as a relic of the past, there is a 

group of scholars who have highlighted the social and cultural dimensions of the 

peasantry. In early work on the subject, Wolf (1966: viii) critiqued the idea of the 

peasantry as simply tradition-bound, and called for an explanation as to why this tradition 

persists. In another intervention in the debate, Domínguez Martín (1993: 122) sought to 

marry sociological, geographical and economic understandings of the peasantry, arguing 

that it is a social group characterised by a rural way of life. He further explains that 

peasants are organised in familial and community structures, internally stratified and 

subordinated by external powers and market forces. He stated that their subsistence is 

based on agricultural production and other activities performed by the family unit. 

 

The complicated position occupied by the peasantry has been further elucidated by Owen 

(2005: 382), who observed: 
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Though the "peasant" inevitably crosses several significant margins 

(ruralurban – subsistencesurplus – agriculturalindustrial), the peasant 

household engages in economic transactions for the main purpose of securing 

a level of subsistence, and hence trades in and for commodities – often within 

the framework of the market economy.  

 

In marked opposition to those who have argued that the term peasant is today obsolete in 

rural Latin America, Dowe van der Ploeg (2008) contends that the peasantry should be 

embraced as part of the future of the rural. He asserts that to overcome marginalisation, 

peasants need to grow their population and implement peasant-managed programs for 

agricultural development. He also argues that if peasants engage in production in an array 

of units (family, entrepreneurial, corporate farming), these different patterns will 

influence the future. Therefore, one cannot assume that peasant agriculture will just 

disappear.  

 

Also arguing for the importance of the peasantry in contemporary Latin America are 

Forero Álvarez et al. (2010). They assert that peasants have considerable capacities, but 

face numerous limitations such as access to land, government support of latinfundimsmo 

(large landownership) and large-scale agricultural production. Ordóñez Gómez (2012) 

reports that such limitations are not recognised in the Colombian development plan Bases 

del Plan de Desarrollo 2010–2014 Prosperidad Para Todos, which promoted the idea 

that improving rural household economies depends on an engagement with the market. 

He posits that the capitalist language of such documents silences important debates in 

terms of the extensive use of land for livestock, the high cost for production and the 

interest to generate investment.  

 

In an attempt to bring the debate into a contemporary context, Edelman (2013) presents 

four varying definitions of the peasantry. The first definition is a historical one which 

positioned peasants as caste-like, and therefore, a subordinated group. The second 

definition of the peasantry, according to Edelman (2013), is a social scientific one. This 

definition emanates from the social sciences and agrarian studies. The third definition that 

has been used in relation to the peasantry is one tied to activism and resistance. This 

definition is largely associated with agrarian movements. The final definition proffered 

by Edelman (2013) is a normative one that is deployed by organisations of society. These 

definitions can coincide in specific historical examples. For instance, the legal and 
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institutional definitions of the term campesinx in Mexico and Bolivia have been taken up 

by social scientists, as well as by agrarian activists.  

 

Influencing debates about the peasantry in Latin American scholarship have been broader 

shifts in the academy and across the globe. For example, Kay (2007) argues that the end 

of the Cold War, and the introduction of neoliberal policies, brought the end to big 

theories and abstractions. He writes that the latter has now given way to a diversity of 

themes and specific studies that nowadays shape Latin American studies. These 

contemporary studies focus on agency, and on peasants as subjects who are able to create 

their own trajectories of life, and transform their surroundings. This more recent work is 

also more unlikely to restrict the Latin American peasantry to a single representation. 

Thus, Altieri and Toledo (2011) argue that the peasantry is today presented in Latin 

America in varied ways – that is, subsistence farmers relying on eco-sustainable 

techniques, as well as semi-commercial and commercial farmers who are linked to 

national and global markets. This hybridity is also evident in work by Hocsman (2013: 

3), who explains that while change is occurring in the countryside, and in Latin American 

peasant lives, a segment of the rural population is still attached to the term peasant as a 

way of resisting the notions of the capitalist production and peasant invisibility. This 

resistance is evidenced in movements like La Vía Campesina, a coalition movement of 

peasants from 70 countries whose slogan is ‘people of the land’ (Edelman 2013: 10).  

 

In light of the above, this thesis understands the peasantry as contested, intersecting and 

changeable. My interest lies in unveiling the nuances and complexities of the term 

‘peasant’ in different localities, and revealing what this notion means to Colombian 

campesina women. In this respect, I adhere to Owen (2005: 382), who argues that the 

ambiguity around the peasant is a useful starting point for research:  

 

The point is the concept "peasant", if it is to be useful, need be contextually 

defined in order to be sensitive to local situations and not to obscure non-

capitalist entities into essentialist or dualistic frameworks, such as agency-

structure, west-rest, self-other, capitalist-non-capitalist etc. The localising of 

these concepts largely rests on the ability to historically and individually 

extrapolate the relative social and moral virtues of each economic structure.  

 

Owen (2005) continues that an analysis of peasant life requires balance between locality 

and the broader economic and social relationships where peasants interrelate. He states: 

‘the question is thus a matter of reintroducing a localised concept of the peasantry whilst 
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acknowledging the extent of changing capitalist relations in places of articulation’ (Owen 

2005: 379).  

 

4.3.1 Peasant Women as Subject of the Peasantry 

 

Male farmers, male landowners, the capital or the global market have permeated 

academic and non-academic debates about the peasantry. For instance, despite the fact 

that Forero Álvarez’s et al.’s (2010) text has been crucial to Colombian academic and 

political debates,25 it does not mention women as subjects of the peasantry. Rather, ‘the 

peasantry’ is presented as a homogenous group undifferentiated by gender. This type of 

marginalisation of women in discussions about the peasantry in Colombia and elsewhere 

has a long history. Feminist scholars have demonstrated the contributions made to 

resistance movements by women peasants, and  revealed that their roles in rural 

development and farm sustainability have all been overlooked in the mainstream 

academic literature (Canabal Cristiani 1994; Espino et al. 2012). Indeed, as Carmen Diana 

Deere (2006) has asserted, there is a dearth of scholarship on gender relations in the Latin 

American countryside that could illuminate the lives of peasant women. As such, while 

there is undoubtedly an invisibility of peasants as citizens, there is double invisibility for 

peasant women. This marginality is not just manifest in scholarly debates. It also is 

evident at a material level with reports that 60.1 per cent of peasant and Indigenous 

Colombian women still do not receive their own incomes (CEPAL 2007).  

 

Recent feminist scholarship has focused on the impact of neoliberal globalisation in rural 

women’s lives. Scholars have examined the incorporation of women into agro-industrial 

work, and the implications of this for gender equality. Exemplifying such research is a 

study of farming families in the countryside of the Dominican Republic by Raynolds 

(2002). The author demonstrates that the demand for labour, elicited by the globalisation 

of agriculture, has provided opportunities for women to earn an income and, in turn, to 

challenge patriarchal traditions. As such, the household becomes a political arena and a 

place of social struggles around identities. However, patriarchy and a commitment to 

traditional gender roles are reinforced by women’s self-identification with a traditional 

domestic role embedded in notions of the rural idyll. Thus, according to Raynolds (2002: 

789-790), even if they are engaging in waged work, ‘the vast majority’ of Dominican 

                                                 
25As demonstrated in the commentaries in the last chapter of the book by various future presidential 

candidates (German Vargas Lleras, Gustavo Petro, Jaime Araujo, Álvaro Leyva – see pp. 129-140). 
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peasant women employed in agriculture continue to ‘identify their chief activity as caring 

for the house and family’. In another study, Hamilton and Fischer (2005) focus on Maya 

non-traditional/smallholding farmers in Highland Guatemala, reporting positive and 

negative impacts of globalisation for women. On one hand, women’s responsibility for 

household sustainability limits their independent incomes and makes them reliant on their 

spouses for external spending. On the other hand, men’s responsibility for production 

allows women to engage in agricultural marketing, which proves to be empowering for 

women’s decisions (Hamilton and Fischer 2005).  

 

Another exploration of peasant women’s incorporation into globalisation is Barrientos’ 

(1997) study of female temporary workers in the fruit export industry in Chile. The study 

reveals that, despite the growth of Chile’s export in the world market, women temporary 

workers remain marginalised and overlooked. A lack of official statistics on the number 

of women who are employed temporarily (between three to six months a year) means 

women’s agricultural labour force participation, and their contributions to the fruit export 

sector, are underestimated. Barrientos (1997) notes that the underestimation of rural 

women’s work has been recognised as an issue in the literature since researchers sought 

to quantify peasant women’s family labour. What is concerning is that, although the fruit 

export is paid employment in Chile’s key export sectors, women’s contribution to 

agriculture is still undervalued. Barrientos (1997) explains that formal national 

employment surveys typically privilege permanent employment, which is largely 

undertaken by men, thus overlooking women’s labour contributions. Further issues, such 

as the lack of official contracts, and women’s seasonal participation in the labour force, 

also undermine the reporting of women’s contributions. This study reveals that one of the 

issues rural women face is that official government structures fail to recognise their work 

despite their contributions.  

 

The invisibility of rural women within neoliberal globalisation has been echoed in a 

number of other studies on Latin America and, more particularly, Colombia. A key 

contextual factor underpinning this research is the growth of the Colombian flower 

industry. Friedmemann-Sanchez (2012) observes that, despite undertaking paid work, 

rural women still have traditional roles as mothers and caregivers, suggesting that women 

have not replaced their identities of motherhood for those of workers, but rather combined 

them. These findings are reinforced by Madrid and Lovell (2007), who document 

women’s negotiations of their identities as mothers and wives in light of their 
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participation in paid work. The study found that women perceived their chances of 

obtaining continuing work in the industry according to structural factors such as class, 

gender and age. Their responses to the question of how they came to work in the industry 

revealed that it was a decision made based on their economic situation and the feasibility 

of moving to the city. Moreover, their reasons for leaving or staying in the industry were 

influence by patriarchal familial and communal structures.  

 

Giraldo (2010) moves away from the flower industry to consider peasant women’s 

involvement in small, locally run agro-industrial organisations in Colombia. She argues 

that the success of these enterprises is due to the social relationships between peasant 

women. Such a claim challenges one-dimensional economic paradigms. The social 

relationships are embedded in shared values and needs, including the need for an income 

and the desire to counter the routine of domestic work. However, the most common 

reason women had for leaving employment was familial. Women that remained in the 

industry had to negotiate the patriarchal relationships in their household. This points to 

the importance of including a gender perspectives in every aspect of a social intervention 

aimed at improving the conditions of the rural population.  

 

Similarly, in Farah-Quijano’s (2013) research on bargaining within the household and the 

land rights legislation in the Colombian Andes, the findings demonstrate that although 

women have received land rights through legislation, this is not the only, or the most 

relevant, factor influencing women’s bargaining power in the household. She argues that 

rural women are often stereotyped as powerless within a context of rigid traditional 

gender roles that affect their agency in the everyday. Arguably, the stereotyping of 

women as ‘powerless’ transcends to public discourses that affect women’s access to land.  

 

Historically entrenched gender inequality in rural spaces has been reshaped in various 

ways by globalisation. For example, Osorio (2011) argues that when women have access 

to waged work due to the feminisation of the job market, it allows them to have some sort 

of income, which strengthens their domestic power in terms of decision making, 

distributing resources and allocating chores. In another commentary on shifts in gender 

relations in the context of globalisation, Canabal Cristiani (1994) asserts that neoliberal 

development policies have positioned women in a market in which they are exploited and 

alienated. She explains that some agro-industries prefer to employ women due to their 

(supposedly superior) manual abilities, and the fact that there is limited available paid and 
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regular employment for women in the regions. The latter allows agro-industries to pay 

rural women lower wages (under the minimum wages in some occasions) and deny them 

decent labour conditions. As such, the agro-industrial context promotes certain changes 

in women’s consumption, power and familial relations, but does not provide any long-

term solutions to gender inequality. According to Canabal Cristiani (1994), this is because 

women’s ‘new’ labour under globalisation is still being performed in the context of 

patriarchal and colonial relations. It is clear that for women, increased economic 

participation may offer some opportunities, but if other social, cultural and political 

inequalities are not taken into account, women’s exploitation will be perpetuated.  This 

relates to neoliberal discourses of women’s empowerment that still focus on ideas of 

investing in rural women as ‘good for business’ and within linear economical paradigms.  

 

Arguably, peasant women have been key protagonists in both informal and formal activist 

struggles. In a study of the former, Rodriguez Castro, Pini and Baker (2016) report on 

findings from a case study of four farming families in the town of Toca, Colombia. They 

explain that peasant economies in the country are exposed to tariff reductions and an 

associated increase in external competition. For example, the establishment of 

multinational food processing companies, which produce the processed food now 

preferred by the increasing urban population in Colombia, have reduced the livelihoods 

of peasant women (see also Scott and Maldonado 1999). However, the authors detail a 

range of resistance strategies the campesina women engage in the context of 

globalisation. For instance, peasant women draw from animal care to pay for debt and to 

generate daily income for the family’s subsistence. 

 

Colombian peasant women have also been active in formal political organisations such 

as La Vía Campesina movement. Formed in 1993 as a response to the neoliberal 

restructuring of Africa, Europe, Asia and Latin America, LVC is composed of 

organisations whose membership includes peasant women farmers, Indigenous people, 

Afro-descendants, and small and medium farmers (Palacios Sepúlveda 2012). Caro 

(2011) argues that the movement’s gender perspective has improved peasant women’s 

rights and afforded attention to equality between peasant men and women. La Vía 

Campesina has also brought to light the important role women play in food sovereignty. 

Altieri and Toledo (2011: 607) explain that ‘food sovereignty focuses on local autonomy, 

local markets, local production-consumption cycles, and farmer-to-farmer networks that 

promote agro-ecological innovations and ideas’. Caro (2011) argues that for peasant 
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women, food sovereignty means prioritising their right to produce food. She recognises 

that this contention is likely to be greeted with skepticism by Western feminists who have 

equated emancipation with ‘freedom from the kitchen’, but contends that for rural peasant 

women, the kitchen may be a space of power (Caro 2011: 10). Indeed, a range of feminist 

studies have demonstrated the kitchen to be an important space of power where food 

preparation and conservation take place (see also Christie 2006; Wardrop 2006; Robson 

2006).  

 

Alongside raising women’s role in food sovereignty, La Vía Campesina has also 

highlighted women’s contribution to environmental sustainability. In her discussion of 

campesina women as social subjects, Canabal Cristiani (1994) argues that women’s more 

intense participation in the economy has alleviated the pressures of the agrarian crisis. 

This is a crisis that is increasingly tied to the destruction of ecosystems (Dowe van der 

Ploeg 2008). According to Osorio (2011), gendered understandings of sustainable futures 

have brought to the fore the importance of the local knowledge of peasant women and 

men. The local knowledge is derived from peasants’ everyday reality and struggles that 

involve environmental change and economic hardship. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has contested globalist, structural or modernist understandings of the 

countryside. It has reviewed complex debates on rurality and globalisation in Latin 

America and brought an important gender lens to the topic. In reviewing the debates 

around the peasantry, it has argued that this term is current and relevant to the context of 

Colombia. The term’s ambiguity and intersections demonstrates that it is important to 

examine it in context and to unveil the nuances it takes in specific localities.  

 

By bringing feminist studies of campesinas to the fore, I have emphasised women’s role 

in constructing new peasant realities (Canabal Crisitani 1994; Barrientos 1997; Giraldo 

2010; Osorio 2011; Rodríguez Valencia 2013). Such work has maintained the importance 

of a gender and intersectional perspective as essential to debates about the future of the 

Latin American countryside. Assumptions of a commonality in women’s experience, and 

a modernist belief in progress, have often underpinned feminist constructions of rural 

women as lacking and subjugated (Brandth 2002). Yet peasant women are not just at risk 

of being constructed as failed subjects of feminism; they are also at risk of being viewed 
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as failed subjects of neoliberal globalisation. The types of progressive narratives of 

modernisation, development, capital accumulation and cosmopolitanism that are often 

attached to discourses of globalisation, suggest that peasants are suffering and need 

saving through incorporation into the neoliberal market.  

 

In order to refute the neoliberal logic that positions campesina women as failed citizens, 

this chapter has rendered visible examples of resistances by Latin American rural women. 

It has demonstrated that rural women’s contributions to the economy have been greatly 

beneficial to the countryside’s sustainability. This resonates with feminist academic 

debates that are reinvigorating critiques of development with a gender and intersectional 

focus. More importantly, it brings to light that peasant women are contesting and 

changing the realities of their everyday in informal and organised resistances.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

Latin American Rural Women’s Activisms 

 

Deere and Royce (2009) provide an assessment of the role of rural social movements in 

Latin America over the last three decades. They explain that social movements have been 

revitalised as they have contested the neoliberal model of development that has had 

negative repercussions for large proportions of the population (see also Vergara-Camus 

2013). Deeree and Royce (2009) also argue that there has been a re-energising of social 

movements in Latin America as a result of growing levels of literacy in younger 

generations, the support of a transnational community, and the impact of technology and 

telecommunications. They contend that an important criterion to measure the success of 

social movements ‘is whether the social movement is able to gain both recognition and 

acceptance of its demands and bring about changes in public policies that enhance the 

well-being of its members’ (Deree and Royce 2009: 20). Using these criteria, they argue 

that Latin American rural social movements have achieved success in the past two 

decades. 

 

Deree and Royce’s (2009) contentions about rural social movements are well supported 

by the evidence. During the 1980s, rural organisations, which had a period of relative 

decline, revitalised and consolidated to create transnational, regional and global alliances 

(i.e. La Vía Campesina and Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del 

Campo). In comparison to the past, current peasant groups have a voice and participate 

in the public sphere and have elicited support from mainstream political parties (e.g. Evo 

Morales in Bolivia). Indigenous social movements have also advanced greatly in the last 

three decades, as is illustrated in the recognition of Indigenous territories in Colombia, 

Ecuador and Bolivia (Deere and Royce 2009). Hristov’s (2009) analysis of the Indigenous 

Regional Council of Cauca (CRIC) in Colombia reveals the achievements of Indigenous 

groups in countering economic exploitation, promoting the economic structures of the 

rural populations, and achieving landholding status.  

 

Petras and Veltmeyer (2001: 93) argue that peasant, Indigenous, and landless groups are 

providing ‘a more effective political movement than an immobilized urban middle or 

working class’. Petras and Veltmeyer (2001: 92) see the peasantry as a ‘highly modern 
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social class’ whose struggle is based on controlling their own economies, seeking a more 

just and sustainable livelihood, and gaining respect for their cultural knowledge. In the 

next section, I will review the literature and agendas of rural social movements in Latin 

America with an emphasis on organisations that have advocated for peasant and women’s 

rights. 

 

5.1 Latin American Rural Social Movements 

 

New social movement theory (NSMT) emerged in the 1980s to analyse new social 

movements that appeared from the 1960s onward. NSMT scholars critiqued the logic of 

capitalist production over other forms of social logic, and the reduction of class to 

collective social action (see Buecler 1995). In this regard, Woods (2008) argues that new 

rural actors are mobilising for more direct social action (cooperatives, community 

projects, training and educations programs), rather than relying only on seizing the power 

of the state for social change. Overall, Buechler (1995) explains six characteristics that 

new social movement theories generally share: the importance of symbolic action and the 

cultural sphere; the promotion of autonomy and self-determination; postmaterialist 

values; the problematisation of the processes and structures of groups; the importance of 

understanding the social constructions of groups’ ideologies and; the recognition of 

heterogeneous and temporary networks that are important for collective action.  

 

In order to fully grasp the complexity of contemporary social movements, the critiques to 

postmodern perspectives and new social movement theories are important to consider in 

the context of de(s)colonisation. Brass (1991: 174) has challenged the disregard for the 

centrality of class in NSMT in the context of Latin American, saying ‘its 

conceptualisation of ideology and action is decoupled from class and revolution’. Petras 

and Vetlmeyer (2001) have added to this critique, arguing against the tendency of NSMT 

to reduce peasant struggles to cultural identities. They have asserted that this results in 

depoliticising the movements. The authors see the peasantry in class terms, arguing that 

they are actors who are affected by political and economic structures and their own 

consciousness.  

 

The level of class-consciousness in Latin America further complicates postmodern 

debates about social movements. Drawing on case studies of the EZLN26, the FARC in 

                                                 
26 The Zapatista Army of National Liberation, is a left-wing militant group based in Chiapas, Mexico.  
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Colombia, the Landless in Brazil, and the Ecuadorian peasant-Indigenous movements, 

Petras and Vetlmeyer (2001) argue that despite the resurgence of ethnic and racial identity 

struggles, peasants across Latin America are fighting not only for survival, but for an 

alternative mode of development which differs from the prevailing capitalist system. 

Similarly, in an examination of the formation and mobilisation of the Indigenous 

Regional Council of Cauca (CRIC), Hristov (2009) argues for the centrality of class. He 

contends that the social and political structures of Latin America exhibit historical 

patterns of uneven wealth distribution that affect the expression of identity. Thus, class 

politics are embedded in the demands made on the state by the CRIC. In another case 

study, Brass (1991) argues that disregarding class can contribute to advancing class-

specific goals of rich peasants – that is, if society is presented as equal. Notably, the same 

could be said about gender, which Brass (1991) disregards this in his critique.  

 

As such, the use of the terminology of NSMT as ‘new’ becomes problematic, as most 

movements are a result of historical struggles, despite the fact that they may utilise 

contemporary tools for resistance (Buechler 1995). At the same time, terminology debates 

about social movement theory transcend the scope of this research, as my main focus is 

to unveil the importance of place and context in the resistances of rural people in 

contemporary Colombia.  

 

The critique to NSMT, and the particularities of the Latin American context, reveal the 

importance of an intersectional approach that does not disregard history and local 

resistances in an analysis of social movements. The specificity of social movements in 

Latin America is elaborated upon by Pahnke, Tarlau and Woldford (2015). They identify 

seven characteristics of Latin American social movements, but alongside this 

categorisation emphasise hybridity. They contend that social movements in Latin 

America give prominence to connecting with activists throughout the world, have more 

nuanced relationships with the state, utilise territory as a discourse of resistance, advocate 

for people’s autonomy within and outside the state, promote new ontologies based on 

sustainable relationships with nature, endorse alternative economies that encourage direct 

links between production and consumption, and support food sovereignty and challenge 

hegemonic development discourses. 

 

5.1.1 Agendas for Change in Rural Latin America 
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I have identified three central themes in the recent literature on rural Latin American 

social movements. These are land rights, place-based and teritorial struggles, and state-

movement relationships.  

 

First, across rural social movements in Latin America, the right to land is a central 

concern (for Indigenous and peasant communities), and conflicts with landowners and 

corporations that pursue eviction persist (Teubal and Ortega Breña 2009). Rural social 

movements of the twentieth century demanded, and some achieved, agrarian reforms in 

Latin America. Mexico was a pioneer in terms of agrarian reform, followed by Cuba, 

Bolivia and Nicaragua. Smaller changes occurred in Peru, Chile, Ecuador, Costa Rica and 

Colombia.  

 

Teubal and Ortega Breña (2009) identify three major features of the agrarian reforms of 

the twentieth century in Latin America. First, they fought to displace a landowning 

oligarchy that had influence over the state. Second, the peasantry played a crucial role in 

these reforms, and to a certain extent, this worked within their interests to be politically 

recognised. Third, these reforms were laid out by the state and therefore, in some 

countries (i.e. Colombia), the support was insufficient to assure the wellbeing of the 

peasantry. As a consequence, capitalist agriculturalists were the ones who mostly 

benefited from these reforms. Despite not achieving their ultimate goals, small and 

medium farmers and landless workers organised in rural workers’ movements at the end 

of the twentieth century to give a new identity to the agrarian reform and to articulate 

other emerging demands (Deere and Royce 2009; Teubal and Ortega Breña 2009). This 

struggle was influenced by the lessons gained from previous demands for land. It was 

also informed by an emergent agricultural global food production and distribution 

network (agribusiness, GMOs, free trade and neoliberalism). As Teubal and Ortega Breña 

(2009: 18-19) explain, as the new century dawned there was ‘a new emphasis on the 

autonomy of communities, the production of food in accordance with communal needs 

and food sovereignty, and respect for traditional cultures, the environment, and 

biodiversity’. In this period, rural social movements advocated for ‘new agrarian 

identities’ that symbolically, ideologically and economically resisted ‘political and 

economic extraction’ (Pahnke, Tarlau and Woldford 2015: 1070).  

 

The second theme emerging from the literature on contemporary rural social movements 

in Latin America is the importance of place-based and territorial resistances. Existing 
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social movements have been nfluenced by the experiences of place, and the history of 

each rural community from which the movements emerged and developed. Oslender’s 

(2004) ethnographic work on the social movement of Black communities in the Pacific 

Coast region of Colombia illustrates how understanding spatial organisation can reveal 

important considerations of the social practices of social movements. He conceptualises 

the social relationships of this movement through the notion of ‘aquatic space’, given the 

different aquatic elements in which the relationships and discourses of the movement are 

embedded (Oslender 2004: 959). These include tropical rainforest, mangroves, 

precipitation, river networks and floods. The demands of this movement are 

geographically and historically specific, demanding ‘re-articulation of the notions of 

territory, development and society from an Afro-Colombian perspective’, and ‘the 

articulation of their rights, aspirations and dreams based on and developed through the 

perspective of daily life and traditional practices of Black communities on the Pacific 

coast’ (Oslender 2004: 976). By demonstrating this context-specific experience, Oslender 

(2004) contests homogenising experiences of rurality, and demonstrates that the 

experiences of place and territory are significant to the articulation, growth and agency 

of social movements (see also Vergara-Camus 2013: 597). 

 

The third theme in the literature on Latin American social movements is the relationship 

between social movements and the state. Left wing and progressive governments in Latin 

America have had important relationships with rural social movements for several 

decades. In Ecuador, the concept of Buen Vivir (Bolivia with Vivir Bien) is illustrative of 

a social movement’s having a partially successful relationship with the state. Promoted 

by Indigenous movements, this concept was introduced in public policies and the 

constitution. Indigenous activists argued that a communal paradigm, which is embedded 

in the values of respect, harmony, equity and interdependence between people and nature, 

is needed to live well (Huanacuni Mamani 2010).  

 

Despite the example above, the relationship between rural social movements and the state 

is often contentious. This relationship involves often exhausting negotiations between 

governments and activists, but also facilitates the access to the goods and influence these 

movements might need in order to effectively survive (Pahnke, Tarlau and Woldford 

2015). Notwithstanding the vexed nature of the social movement and state relationship, 

Vergara-Camus (2013) argues that most social movements recognise the importance of 

consolidating their internal unity before forging external relationships as a way to 
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successfully mobilise their demands and to influence policy. Several movements, such as 

the Zapatistas in Mexico, have opted for a political strategy that disregards state power 

and seeks to develop mechanisms of self-government. Conversely, Brazil's Landless 

Rural Workers' Movement (MST) has opted for a more practical relationship with the 

state, while in Ecuador and Bolivia activists have become part of the government. These 

disparate relationships reveal that rural social movement mobilisation in Latin America 

today is characterised by variegated relationships between activists and the state.  

  

In summary, the variety of social movement theories allows scholars to consider different 

approaches that take into account the intersectionality of movements, afford importance 

to both the symbolic and cultural aspects of politicisation, and attend to the political and 

economic structures in which social movements are formed and mobilise. Furthermore, 

it is important to acknowledge how each movement defines its own struggles in specific 

times, as this may change over time (see below example of La Vía Campesina in regard 

to feminism).  

 

5.2 Rural Women’s Social Movements in Latin America 

 

We cannot conduct struggle of a Western feminist kind. This is alien to our 

reality. It doesn’t make sense to separate the women’s struggle from that of 

overcoming poverty, exploitation and reaction. We want to promote women’s 

interests within the context of a wider struggle 

– Nora Astorga – (UN representative, Sandinista) (cited in Molyneux 2001: 

38).   

 

Latin American women’s social movements are complex, given the symbolic and 

material circumstances in which women live their everyday lives. Nora Astorga’s 

quotation exemplifies the complexity of women’s struggles, as the majority of women in 

the region experience poverty and exploitation in their everyday lives. Palacios Sepúlveda 

(2012) explains that in the 1990s, women became protagonists of sustainable living, and 

established social movements that focused on the defense of natural resources, the 

protection of their children’s health, the support of sustainable energy and ecology, and 

the rights to land. In this regard, Stephen’s (1997) study of Latin American women’s 

activist groups argues that women’s political fights are embedded in both a commitment 

to addressing women’s and children’s social and economic disadvantage and survival, as 

well as to challenging gender inequality. Thus, for example, political agitation around 

domestic violence is not separate from that directed at land rights or medical care. 

Stephen’s (1997) research, conducted between 1989 and 1995 in Mexico, Chile, El 
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Salvador and Brazil, reveals that in order to understand women’s activism, it has to be 

placed in everyday life. More recent feminist struggles in Latin America have challenged 

the mainstream goals of capitalist logic and placed life and reproduction at the centre of 

debate (Espino et al. 2012).  

 

An additional complexity of Latin American women’s social movements is that in the 

region, the dichotomy of the feminine and the feminist is blurred, as a result of the second 

wave of feminism in the 1980s (Stephen 1997). This wave embraced the integration of 

the feminine and the feminist, known as feminismo popular or grassroots feminism. This 

second wave was not uniform. It involved feminist socialist (i.e. Cuba), feminist classed 

(i.e. Peru), feminist insurgent and revolutionary (i.e. El Salvador and Nicaragua), and 

feminist Indigenous resistances (i.e. EZLN Mexico). Therefore, Stephen (1997) calls for 

caution in conceptualising the collective consciousness of social movements as these 

move along a historical context that changes. As Chicana feminisms have argued, it is 

about ‘theorizing themselves in action’ (Stephen 1997: 22). Therefore, is essential to 

conceptualise Latin American rural women’s struggles within a historical context in 

which gender equality is intersected by differentiated experiences (i.e. class, race, 

violence).  

 

Notably, feminists in Latin America have been critical of the issue of favouring class over 

gender and other social locations (ethnic and Indigenous) (see Garcia Castro and 

Hallewell 2001). For instance, Palacios Sepúlveda (2012) argues that despite women’s 

important roles in environmental and social movements that contest hegemonic forms of 

development, leftist movements often subjugate women’s issues to class and undermine 

gender as a secondary issue. In a frame analysis of the organisation La Vía Campesina 

(see below), she demonstrates that the patriarchal axis is still subordinate to the economic 

dimensions of the movement. Bastian Duarte (2012: 153) concur and add that feminist 

discourse in Latin America has been monopolised ‘by a white and mestiza urban middle-

class elite and has displayed a decidedly heterosexist bias’. Moreover, there is a concern 

that liberal feminism has been institutionalised through government programs and non-

government organisations’ actions such as Women in Development in the Global South 

(see Jasor 2015). In contrast, Indigenous women’s organising has been remarkably 

successful in Ecuador, Bolivia, Mexico and Guatemala. This is illustrated by the 1990 

mobilisation in Ecuador and the 1994 Zapatista uprising in Mexico. Indigenous women 

have contested the centrality of the individual, and advocated for collective action for 
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women’s rights. The tensions outlined above demonstrate that rural women’s struggles in 

Latin America are intersected by class, sexuality, patriarchy, and colonial practices (i.e. 

hegemonic feminisms).  

 

The transnational movement, La Vía Campesina (LVC), is illustrative of the complexity 

of rural women’s resistances in Latin America. Formed in 1993, as a response to the 

neoliberal restructuring of Africa, Europe, Asia and Latin America, LVC is composed of 

organisations whose membership includes peasant, Indigenous people, Afro-descendants, 

and small and medium farmers (Palacios Sepúlveda 2012). The movement is focused on 

two key problems. The first of these problems is of a material nature linked to the 

livelihoods and survival of peasant and rural communities. The second issue is of a 

symbolic-cultural nature, and relates to the loss of knowledge and practices of each 

community. In addition to addressing these problems, LVC also tackles issues such as 

gender violence and environmental degradation. This hybridity is a central tenet of the 

‘feminism of the Third World’ that argues that the division between the spiritual and the 

material is incomprehensible, as well as the division between basic needs and superior 

needs such as freedom and knowledge (Palacios Sepúlveda 2012: 73-74).  

 

A key focus of rural women’s activism in Latin America, which is also central to LVC 

aims, is for food sovereignty. In 1996 at the World Food Summit organised by the United 

Nations Food and Agriculture Organization in Rome, rural women organisations 

critiqued the Food Security debate in promoting the liberalisation of food trade. The food 

sovereignty perspective demanded equitable access to land, credit and training, and the 

sovereign production and distribution of food. The demand was ‘that women’s roles in 

the past and in the present, be acknowledged, prioritized, and valued’ (Espino et al. 2012: 

343). As such, within the debates of food sovereignty in Latin America, identifying 

women’s struggle as feminist has been contentious, given the resistance of rural and 

Indigenous communities to Western conceptions of feminism (see Gargallo Celentani 

2014). It is only in recent years that women have talked about the importance of feminism 

with the phrase ‘sin feminsimo no hay socialismo’, which attributes feminism as 

important to a socialist goal that includes food sovereignty (Palacios Sepúlveda 2012: 

79).  

 

Despite their success in beginning to address food sovereignty, rural women’s social 

movements in Latin America have faced challenges. Government policies are still 
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tethered to neoliberalism, and thus obscure gender, ethnicity and race struggles, in spite 

of some progressive governments in the region (i.e. Bolivia and Ecuador). To redress this 

situation, Stephen (1997: 7-8) argues that it is critical to transcend dichotomies such as 

the ‘private female sphere and a male public sphere’ in order to validate women’s 

experiences, and to link ‘individual women’s social, political, economic, and cultural 

worlds through a unity of experience’. Similarly, Espino et al. (2012) and D’Exelle and 

Holvoet (2011) emphasise that rural women’s social movements need to render visible 

women’s familial and domestic work and to promote strategies that could alleviate this 

care work.  

 

Attached to rural women’s fight for food sovereignty is their legitimate access to land. 

Gonzalez Manchón and Macleod’s (2010) case study of the National Federation of 

Cooperatives (FENACOOP), a mixed-sex rural organisation in Nicaragua, supported by 

Oxfam Canada since 1998, exposes how rural women face marginalisation when 

accessing land, even if they are part of an organisation. Gonzalez Manchón and Macleod 

(2010) explain that due to the lack of women-only organisations in Nicaragua, it is critical 

that mixed-sex farmer’s organisations go through a process of gender mainstreaming to 

assure women farmers’ needs are met. The gender mainstreaming strategies include 

implementing a gender audit of the organisation, and fostering women’s land ownership 

and access to land. In this study, Gonzalez Manchón and Macleod (2010) explain that 

FENACOOP women cooperative leaders supported a bill and gathered signatures to 

create a Women’s Land Fund, which was important as many rural organisations 

determine their membership on the basis of land ownership. Despite the advances, women 

participants, such as Olfania Mena, expressed concern regarding the overload of work, 

which advisers within FENACOOP did not take into account, and the reluctance of some 

men within the organisation to take on gender struggles (Gonzalez Manchón and Macleod 

2010). This study reveals that rural women who are politically active face patriarchy on 

a structural level within social movements, and also in their everyday life, which in turn 

affects their efforts to legitimately access land.  

 

Taking into account the different axis through which women live inequality in Latin 

American, feminist activists and academics in Espino et al. (2012: 349) call for moving 

away from a ‘cosmetic vision’ of gender that attaches gender issues to everything without 

taking into account that neoliberalism did not neglect women, but rather incorporated us 

to microcredit and poverty, and positioned us as the ‘entrepreneurs’ needed to build the 
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market society of capitalism. They argue that cooperation and co-participation from a 

localised grassroots perspective is important in finding alternative developments and 

constructing change in order to contest and de(s)colonise neoliberal discourses and 

transform them. For example, Asher (2004), based on an analysis of the Black women’s 

organisation Matamba y Guasá in the Caucan Pacific of Colombia, argues that there is a 

need to propose and support the fights of rural women based on their lived realities. 

Matamba y Guasá is involved in various empowerment activities related to food 

production and medicinal plants, education, health and housing projects. It also fights for 

the recognition of the rights of Black communities. ‘Afro-Colombianas claim that it is 

through these tasks that they fundamentally support the cultural and development politics 

in the Pacific region as black women’ (Asher 2004: 45). Notably, Matamba y Guasá has 

identified the geographical needs and constraints of rural women living along the Caucan 

rivers in remote areas, and formed support groups of women who live nearby. In 

summary, Asher (2004) argues that as large scale and development projects fail in 

Colombia, initiatives such as Matamba y Guasá pose an important alternative in order to 

decentralise development, to contest neoliberal practices and to promote conservation.  

 

Rural women’s social movements in Latin America offer new epistemological 

approaches to feminism and rural development that are based on de(s)colonisation, and 

on localising identities and cultural specificities. In turn, these struggles unveil not only 

the gendered, but sexual, classed, ethnic and racial inequality of global capitalism. In this 

regard, Garcia Castro and Hallewell (2001) argue for supporting orientations of 

feminisms that are community oriented. They say feminism needs to reclaim its autonomy 

and radicalism to differentiate itself from the homogenising tendencies of development 

discourses. I take up this contention through a focus on de(s)colonial feminisms.  

 

 

 

5.3 The Institutionalisation of Feminism in Latin America 

 

The 1980s and 1990s are considered an era of institutionalised feminism in Latin 

America, mainly due to the proliferation of non-government organisations over this time 

(Bastian Duarte 2012; Alvarez 1999). Across these decades, various feminist movements 

in Latin America structured themselves as NGOs to achieve greater formality (Garcia 

Castro and Hallewell 2001). This created tensions within various feminist groups, which 

were brought to the fore at the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. On 
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one side were those who had a more pragmatic and institutionalised stance that aimed at 

influencing public policy, and on the other side were those who were committed to the 

autonomy and radicalism of the feminist movement (Bastian Duarte 2012: 157). These 

tensions resulted in the evaluation of the relationships between feminism and the human 

rights and non-government organisation model (see Sousa Santos 2010; Segato 2010; 

Hernández 2014). Increasingly, feminist movements that were once called autonomous 

or radical are depending on the resources and funding of international agencies, external 

donors and governments that promulgate universalising rights-based discourses (Bastian 

Duarte 2012; Garcia Castro and Hallewell 2001; Hernández 2014). The issue for feminist 

movements that have opted to take a generic path is posed by Garcia Castro and Hallewell 

(2001: 32): 

 

Everyone is talking about human rights and participation, for example, and 

paying lip service to the importance of women's rights, and there are programs 

and specific laws that are of benefit to women in certain ways. But we have 

to remember that the very president who signs into law a human rights 

program (see Brazil, Presidency of the Republic, 1996) consistent with all the 

latest concerns of international agencies and public opinion regarding 

diversity and the rights to individual identities is the head of a neoliberal 

government.  

 

This quotation reveals the need for women’s social movements to have autonomy so that 

they can genuinely engage in imagining other ways of organsing the world and promote 

women’s liberation away from neoliberal logics.  

 

In relation to questioning neoliberal logics, Collins et al. (2010) argue that a singular 

model of women’s human rights is not sufficient, given the diversity of cultures, histories 

and economic conditions in which women live their everyday. The human rights 

discourse has been particularly troubling for the work of grassroots organisations. 

International institutions such as the United Nations are dominated by imperial powers 

that support the neoliberal model. This has resulted in promoting ‘First World freedoms’ 

and ‘Third World oppression’ (Collins et al. 2010: 306). While claims about international 

human rights have been appropriated and adapted by grassroots movements as tools to 

advance specific agendas, ‘the negotiations occur between the global discourses of human 

rights and the many creative, inventive and local engagements with them grounded in 

specific, lived struggles’ (Collins et al. 2010: 303). Taking up this debate, Unerman and 

O’Dwyer (2010: 483) argue that a rights-based approach to aid is essential to re-evaluate 

the relationships between those who aid and those who receive this aid. This approach 
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‘views development aid as a process of empowerment in which those in need have a right 

to be provided with the resources they require to enact change and to claim their basic 

human rights’ gift’. Thus, the issue here is that human rights are often prioritised by 

donors and aid agencies over local and grassroots actions that are more akin to people’s 

everyday intersecting realities (Collins et al. 2010; Hernández 2014; Segato 2010). The 

human rights discourse therefore needs to be contested by acknowledging its limits within 

specific resistances and actions.  

 

Feminist NGOs typically rely on institutionalised discourses of human rights. Alvarez 

(1999) explains that the boom of NGOs in the 1990s gave gender-oriented actions (policy 

assessment, projects, social services) public prominence, while feminist groups 

developed expertise in gender policy advocacy and retained movement-oriented actions. 

Notably, intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) within neoliberal economies 

increasingly contract feminist NGOs to evaluate gender-focused policies, and to develop 

training programs for poor and working-class women. The relationships between feminist 

NGOs and the state have also presented tensions as IGOs turn to feminist NGOs as gender 

experts to speak for civil society, ignoring other popular and grassroots feminist 

movements and organisations. This allows states to advance a New Gender Policy 

without establishing public forums in which different women can be heard. Alvarez 

(1999) suggests that there is a need to rearticulate the activist and professional-technical 

faces of NGOs. She contends that this will also revitalise the politics of feminist NGO 

workers, who, apart from their professional role, are part of a wider feminist struggle that 

has advocated for place-based solutions that acknowledge women’s difference.  

 

Alvarez’s (1999) caution to feminist NGOs to consider place is further echoed in Jasor’s 

(2015) quantitative study of women’s non-government organisations (WNGO) in Sub-

Saharan Africa. In this research, she demonstrates the importance of place to understand 

how gender mainstreaming impacts at the grassroots level. The author reports that the 

unevenness and heterogeneity of the impacts of gender mainstreaming in the region are 

due to the lack of place-specific development initiatives. Further, she reveals that spheres 

such as the household and the body are marginally addressed by WNGOs, and that this 

tends to homogenise the experience as most development initiatives have. Jasor (2015: 

10) contends that: 
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The fact that the poorer and smaller African countries are doing 

comparatively better than their counterparts in meeting the UN Millennium 

Development Goals, draws attention to the need for future research to assess 

the quantitative and qualitative impact of WNGOs in solving gender 

inequality in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

Thus, local projects that take into account women’s contextualised agency, gender 

relationships, and basic needs are fundamental. These are being enacted by rural women 

in the Global South through actions of de(s)colonisation and place-based resistance. 

These are also enriching the debates and conversations between feminisms from the 

Global North and the South.  

 

5.4 Rural Women’s Movements in Colombia 

 

The context of Colombia is particularly complex due to the historic narcodemocracy and 

history of violence that have resulted in a lack of presence of the state in most of the rural 

territories. Alvarez (1999) writes that after 1986, political decentralisation, combined 

with the enactment of the 1991 Constitution, mandated the state to consult with civil 

society in development planning. As a result of consulting society, a process of social 

movement institutionalisation was initiated. Alvarez (1999) explains that this was 

cemented as the state increasingly sub-contracted NGOs to execute policies and social 

services. As mentioned above, this sub-contracting has resulted in a false illusion that 

NGOs are speaking for the women of Colombia. In this way, the governments avoid 

consulting different feminist grassroots movements and other women in civil society. 

While NGOs such as Casa de La Mujer in Colombia have worked closely with women in 

the parliament to advance gender equality, the negative effects of the institutionalisation 

of feminism are unveiled in Alvarez’s (1999: 192) research findings:  

 

One Colombian local government official neatly summed up how feminists’ 

political indictment of women’s subordination is often translated or 

tergiversated by State bureaucrats: “now things have changed, it’s no longer 

that radical feminism of the 1970s, now it’s policies with a gender 

perspective”.  

 

Despite ongoing concerns about the institutionalisation of feminist NGOs, Barrig (1997) 

suggests that Colombian NGOs have not lost all their autonomy, because there is a lack 

of disciplinary and regulatory capacities. Autonomous actions of NGOs and, more 

importantly, grassroots rural women’s groups have promoted and mobilised for the 

establishment of the Rural Women Law 731 (2002) in Colombia. This law is the result of 
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the struggle and dreams of Colombian women who aim to promote social, gender, ethnic, 

and racial equity and sustainable rural development (Gutiérrez 2003). Furthermore, this 

law is a consequence of the lack of warranties and successes of previous programs and 

policies regarding rural women. These have often been marginalised or discontinued by 

changes in governments and a lack of political will (Gutiérrez 2003). In response, the 

Rural Women Law 731 (2002) aimed to accelerate gender equality, and educate and 

instruct society to give priority to rural women’s needs (subsidies, land tenure) (UN-

HABITAT 2005). Notably, the law includes Indigenous and Afro-Colombian rural 

women who face an additional axis of discrimination (ethnic and racial).  

 

There are four main dimensions to the law. Firstly, the law stipulates that women have 

equal access to the means of production, resources, training and land ownership. The 

second provision of the law is that it grants rural women the right to participate equally 

in organisations that concern agriculture, politics, education and social security, while the 

third element of the law is concerned with women’s access to social security and 

education. The final part of the legislation details the mechanisms for operationalising the 

law. It includes specifications about the collection of gender-based statistics and the 

creation of the microfinancing organisation charged with overseeing the law’s 

application, FOMMUR (Fondo de Microfinanciamiento a Mujeres Rurales) (Gutiérrez 

2003). For the purpose of illustrating the content of this law in the context of Colombia, 

I have translated the first four articles of Chapter One of the law (Ley 731 2002) in Table 

4.  

 

 

 

Table 4: Translated articles of the Rural Women’s Law 731.  

Article  

Article 1 Objective: This law aims to improve the quality of life of rural women, 

prioritising women from low socioeconomic backgrounds, in order to 

promote measures to accelerate gender equality between men and 

women.  

Article 2 Regarding Rural Women: For the purpose of this law we define rural 

women as any individual, regardless of their distinctions and place of 

origin, whose productive activities are directly related to the rural – 

even if such productive activities are not recognised by the state’s 

information and measurement systems or is not remunerated.  

Article 3 Regarding Rural Activity: Rural activity encompasses traditional 

activities such as agricultural, forestry, fishing and mining labour and 

non-traditional activities including the development of agroindustries 
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and microenterprises. Also, other activities that are understood within 

a broader perspective of rurality (crafts, eco-tourism, commerce and 

services).  

Article 4 Regarding the Broader Perspective of Rurality: Identifies a tight 

relationship of interdependence of the rural and urban, characterised 

with the links between the place of living and work, and the relationship 

between the agricultural activities and other activities that transcend 

agriculture. 

 

The first four articles of the law are illustrative of its main goals. The first article 

demonstrates the importance of class in rural women’s resistance in Colombia. The 

second article brings to the fore the importance of a holistic and fluid understanding of 

rural women’s labour and rural women’s contribution to the economy. The third article 

calls for the recognition of a variety of cosmovisions that emerge from the specificities 

of rural women’s embodied and territorial experiences. The fourth article includes a 

broader understanding of rurality that is critical in the context of neoliberalism (i.e. urban-

rural relationships). It is clear that this law is embedded in an intersectional perspective 

that advocates for situating women’s rights within a larger struggle for equality, while 

exposing the hybridity of the countryside and rural women’s lives and labour.  

 

Despite the passing of the Rural Women Law 731 (2002), its application has been slow 

as Gutiérrez (2003) reveals in an assessment of the legislation’s achievements and 

limitations. For instance, the only article that has been operationalised is the one that 

relates to funds for financing rural women. Therefore, the challenges are to promote and 

to propagate the law within the government and the territories, and to assign more 

political and economic resources to the law’s enactment and evaluation. The greatest 

achievement of Law 731 has been the focus on rural women’s needs intersecting with 

race, class and ethnicity, which is illustrative of the actions to de(s)colonise women’s 

experiences. This is important given the marginalisation and historic subordination of 

rural women in Colombia, and the efforts of rural women’s groups and social movements 

to address this positioning. Despite the lack of applications and regulation of this law so 

far, it is important in that it establishes women’s rights as a regulation. The law has also 

given prominence to rural women leaders who are now role models and forged new 

alliances between rural women’s social movements. As Hontarava (2011: 7) argues in 

reference to the The Revolutionary Women’s Law of the EZLN, ‘today, the Law 

encourages a new generation of Mayan women to become independent leaders and 

exercise their rights in and outside of the indigenous communities’.  
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Conclusion  

 

Social movements in Latin America emerging from territorial experiences continue to 

resist the neoliberal system that has marginalised the majority of the population. 

Moreover, rural women in Latin America are proposing new paradigms in which they 

question the colonial bias of hegemonic feminisms, while advocating for progressive 

politics and actions. For instance, within movements such as La Vía Campesina, women 

are articulating their cosmovisions to advance food sovereignty while working with their 

male counterparts to end gender inequality in their communities. In Colombia, rural 

women continue to organise and to propose alternatives to the institutionalisation of 

feminism, bringing territorial struggles (land and body) to the centre of their demands to 

contest neoliberalism and patriarchy.  
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PART C: FINDINGS 
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CHAPTER SIX:  

Campesinas Negotiating, Recalibrating and Resisting Rural Change 

 

This chapter responds to calls in human geography and de(s)colonial studies to bring the 

local to the fore and contest hegemonic discourses of globalisation (Woods 2007; El 

Khoury 2015; Millán et al. 2014). These discourses have assumed that neoliberal 

globalisation is an overarching force that is unilaterally changing rural places and 

subsuming peasant livelihoods. The narratives of the campesina women detailed in this 

chapter demonstrate their local resistances and negotiations around key issues, including 

remunerated work, climate change, territorial struggles, the armed conflict and tourism. 

All of these themes have a latent connection to ideas of everyday resistance, to 

informality, and to gendered and racialised experiences of place. The stories that make 

up these places will be addressed in-depth in the next chapter, but these are also important 

in conceptualising local resistances in this chapter.  

 

The focus on women also comes from a need to visualise rural women’s labour, 

resistances, and negotiations in a neoliberal and colonial system (including hegemonic 

feminisms) that views campesinas as victims and passive subjects with homogenous 

experiences. Given the de(s)colonial epistemic focus of this thesis, I will address the 

issues outlined above from the mediated voices and experiences of the campesina women 

who participated in this research. I also approach their experiences through relational 

understandings of space and place, and the local and the global, while contesting binary 

discourses (see Massey 2005). Specifically, to address the experiences of campesina 

women in rural Colombia, in this chapter I engage with Woods’ (2007: 485) notion of the 

‘global countryside’, which is defined as a hypothetical space emerging from multi-scalar 

(global, national, local) discourses, processes and practices, and incorporating both 

human and non-human actors. I deconstruct Woods’ (2007) conceptualisation of the 

‘global countryside’ through the lens of de(s)colonial feminisms.  

 

While acknowledging the hybridity of the global countryside, Woods (2007: 485) 

proposes 10 characteristics of this imagined space. These are: (1) consumption is 

distanced from production, and rural activity is dependent on elongated networks; (2) 

increasing corporate concentration on a transnational scale; (3) supply and employment 

of migrant labour; (4) globalising mobility characterised by the tourism industry; (5) an 
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increase in non-national property investment; (6) the commodification of nature brings 

opportunities for exploitation and environmental resistance; (7) the landscape is inscribed 

by the marks of globalisation; (8) increasing social polarisation that affects small 

producers; (9) a scaled up political authority that is beyond the rural populations; and (10) 

the global countryside as a constant contested space brings local actors and its allied 

campaigners to resist neoliberal globalisation in regard to specific issues.  

 

In this chapter I will explore and deconstruct Woods’ (2007) characteristics, taking into 

account the emerging themes in women’s narratives and based on the literature reviewed 

in Chapter Four. Firstly, I will introduce the theme of remunerated work in light of the 

prevalence of the new-export literature that has minimised or ignored the peasant 

livelihoods, and the localities that make these economies possible (Bair and Werner 

2011). By taking a top-down approach, the literature on neoliberal globalisation and 

agriculture has conceptualised new-export crops as inherently ‘empowering’ for women, 

which supports gendered discourses of neoliberalism that are contributing to gender 

inequality and poor women’s labour to remain cheap (Batliwala and Dhanraj 2004; 

Radhakrishnan and Solari 2015). The second theme introduced in this chapter is climate 

change. De(s)colonial feminists have argued that women, and many Indigenous people, 

experience the connection to nature differently. This means that their reactions to climate 

change come from a different logic and set of feelings, in which individuals are 

emotionally involved in everyday reactions to climate change (see López Intzín 2013; 

Lozano 2016). This then relates to the third theme addressed in this chapter: that is, 

campesina women’s experiences of territorial struggles. These experiences are marked 

by a history of violence, displacement, dispossession, colonisation and patriarchy. This 

history reaches into the present in that the impacts continue to affect the everyday lives 

of rural populations. I will illustrate this issue through exploring women’s accounts of the 

armed conflict and the growing tourism industry in the Sierra.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.1 Campesinas Remunerated Work  
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Figure 7: View from Ana Maria’s farm in Toca. Flower tents are seen in the background.  

 

Woods (2007) has noted that the global countryside is characterised by increasing 

transnational corporate concentration, and that this is inscribed on the landscape. The 

marks of globalisation are manifest in the flower company tents that are now part of the 

landscape as seen in the background in Figure 7. Locally grown flowers are housed on 

site until mature, then trucked by refrigerated transport to Bogotá for export to 

multinational supermarket chains.  

 

Women encompass the majority of workers in the flower companies. This means that, as 

a result of globalisation, women in the town of Toca have made a transition into stable 

remunerated work. The discourses around new-export crops have produced narratives in 

which women are positioned as either empowered or victims of these structures (see 

Radhakrishnan and Solari 2015). Gargallo Celentani (2014) has elaborated upon the 

former, asserting that the logics of white capitalism and hegemonic feminisms, which 

have assumed gender equality is premised on access to paid work, ignore the intersections 

of class, ethnicity and race in the lives of rural women in the developing world: 

 

It uses some global public policies that tend to force women to a supposed 

individual liberation, masculinising their interests in the public sphere and 

within a capitalist system that is publicised as the only way possible (Gargallo 

Celentani 2014: 44-45).  
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Despite the prevalence of discourses of empowerment/disempowerment in the literature 

on rural peasant women and paid work, data from Toca demonstrates that women are 

neither inherently empowered nor disempowered through employment, but rather that 

they negotiate within the spaces of neoliberal globalisation in conflicting ways. 

Moreover, peasant livelihoods, customs and values change as a result of the introduction 

of new workplaces. This has an impact on women’s understandings and negotiations of 

traditional gender roles. I will illustrate these arguments through the experiences of a 

group of women workers in one of Toca’s flower factories.  

 

It took me several weeks to obtain access to the flower companies in Toca. This is despite 

my contacts with local landlords and a manager of large flower companies in the region. 

Refusal was explained by reference to the busyness of the period (January–March), given 

that Valentine’s Day was approaching, and that there were large orders to fill. I was also 

informed that I needed to talk to the senior manager who lived in the nearby city. While 

this was difficult as he only came to Toca intermittently, I did initiate contact, but he did 

not return my calls. The fact that the manager was located in a distanced urban 

environment exemplifies Woods’ (2007) observation that the global countryside 

increasingly scales up authorities from the rural populations, which can result in long 

bureaucratic processes that impact on workers’ agency. As I continued to struggle to 

overcome the obstacles to accessing the large flower corporation, I met a young man at 

the local transport service,27 who said he knew of a smaller flower company run by a 

couple who lived in Toca. He took me there, and this is where I met the group of women 

who became part of the research project.  

 

When I arrived at the flower tents and the small office, I talked to the owners and the 

women workers for some time. Initially, I asked if any of them were interested in being 

part of the participant observation/photographic phase of the research. I explained that I 

was interested in understanding the everyday lives of women who work in the flower 

fields. After some time, they all agreed that Diosa was the ‘model’ of the hardworking 

rural woman in the ‘flowers’ (this is how they referred to the industry). In several 

conversations, they reflected that their own lives and routines resembled that of Diosa’s 

in some ways. Diosa agreed to participate in the project, and we subsequently spent 

                                                 
27 The local transport service in Toca to the different veredas is made up of informal and privately owned 

four-wheel drives. Young men who just graduated from high school are usually the drivers.  
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several days together over the following months, forging a relationship that resonated 

deeply with the sentipensar of this research.  

 

 

Figure 8: Photos taken during Diosa’s daily routine.  

 

The images above in Figure 8 were taken during the days I spent with Diosa and her 

family. In this period, I followed Diosa’s daily routine that included farm work, care 

work, domestic work and waged work. When Diosa is finished cooking lunch, she helps 

her daughters to get ready with her husband’s assistance. Diosa and her husband leave to 

work in the flower fields around 5:30 a.m. and drop their youngest daughter at the 

babysitter on the way. Their oldest daughters (aged 10, 11, 12) make their own breakfast 

and go to school. When Diosa arrives at the flower fields she is greeted by her workmates, 

who she refers to as friends. As the day goes on, and over their work and lunch break, 

women share their personal experiences, pleasures, joys, fears and anxieties. When Diosa 

finishes work around 3 p.m., she often bikes for 15 minutes to her elderly parent’s farm, 

to help them with the chores of milking and gathering the harvest. During the focus groups 

conducted with Diosa and her friends/co-workers, they explain that it is important to them 

that their work relationships are akin to family:  

 

Carolina: Where we are, is just us, well there are people from other places, 

but the majority are people who know each other. Because let’s say in [the 
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largest flower company in town] there are people from Tunja, Siachoque and 

other places, so the environment at work is not the same. There [workplace], 

we treat each other as family. It is a very pleasant environment, and that 

makes life happier. It’s not like just going to work and that’s it.  

(The rest of the women nod).  

 

Regardless of the challenges of employment, including the long working days, women 

can draw on support and care from their colleagues in the same way as they would from 

their family members. In establishing and maintaining work relationships, which are 

similar to familial networks, rural women demonstrate their agency in adapting and 

recalibrating their incorporation into agro-industrial labour. They have brought the 

values, meanings and beliefs of being campesinas to the neoliberal workplace. Despite 

their lack of time, given the length of their shifts in the flower industry, their family and 

peasant networks remain strong. These networks are crucial to their wellbeing and extra 

economic income. For instance, women often ask for permission if they have to leave 

work to attend school meetings, or to address urgent family matters, and as the supervisors 

are often part of their networks, they do whatever they can to grant them permission. 

Isabel and Violeta were caring supervisors who had strong friendships with employees, 

including Diosa, who often invited them over to her parent’s farm for Sunday lunch or 

for a trip to the ‘countryside’ as they both lived in the town centre. Thus, women entering 

the workforce have not broken down the cultural importance of family and community 

networks. Rather, such structures sustain peasant livelihoods in the everyday. This was 

highlighted as women explained they shared responsibilities such as cooking, farm work 

and care work, with other family members, colleagues and friends. In turn, these peasant 

livelihoods sustain the success of agro-industries such as the flower industry (see Bair 

and Werner 2011).  

 

Despite the accounts of Diosa and her friends, it is important to be reflexive about the 

way in which we conceptualise agency, particularly in light of the scholarship on female 

employment in the Latin American flower companies. Friedmemann-Sanchez (2012) 

observes that, despite undertaking paid work in the flower industry, rural women still 

have traditional roles as mothers and caregivers, suggesting that women have not replaced 

their identities as mothers for that of workers, but rather combined them (see also Madrid 

and Lovell 2007). Across the data, it emerged that women’s workloads have increased 

due to the patriarchal system in which their everyday lives are embedded. Most of the 

women arrive home to cook for their families, care for children and clean the house, 

despite the physical and mental stress of working long hours. In the group interviews, 



 121 

participants particularly reflected on how working outside of the house had impacted on 

the way their children were raised. As Pamela explained: ‘Well it has good and bad things, 

because the bad things are when you have small children and you neglect them too much’. 

Ana said she sometimes experienced guilt and regret as her paid work commitments 

limited her time with her children. At the same time, she recognised that without 

employment in the flower company, she would struggle to raise her two children as a 

single mother.  

 

Notably, the women from the flower industry were very reflexive about traditional gender 

roles and contested these in their everyday lives by asking their husbands to contribute to 

the housework, asserting their economic independence or divorcing abusive partners. As 

she thought about her life since she entered the flower industry, Diosa said:  

 

Diosa: And because you get used to having your money since you are young, 

so you are not like … You cannot stand to get told off at home, if for example 

you did not contribute for the groceries, but no! I can also contribute and give 

… To some extent it is because of the machismo … There is this idea that the 

woman needs to cook, but we have had our liberation. Now we manage our 

own money however we want.  

 

Although there is still considerable work to do to reduce the triple shift28 (Suárez 2005) 

that permeates the lives of rural women in Colombia, the excerpt above demonstrates that 

the position of women is not one that is homogenous, nor inevitably disempowering. 

Participants did not narrate stories as victims of patriarchal structures, but rather as agents 

negotiating and resisting patriarchal structures. So, despite women retaining a sense of 

connection to peasant values, they are also contesting the patriarchal structures that were 

traditionally embedded in the campesinx society. In this respect, the campesina women’s 

lives mirror that of the lives of Indigenous women who, as descolonial feminists explain, 

must challenge structural patriarchy from society, and also within their communities.  

 

While hegemonic accounts of neoliberal globalisation in the countryside would suggest 

that rural women in Colombia are at the behest of the global flower industry, evidence 

demonstrates that they also utilise the industry to their own advantage and then leave 

when their goals are met. These goals may be to achieve their own economic 

independence, access health cover, overcome periods of poverty, or save some money to 

                                                 
28 The triple shift encompasses the domestic labour of household chores, the reproductive work of bearing 

and raising children, and agricultural and farm labour (Suárez 2005). 
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raise their children. My sense of how women understand their involvement in the flower 

companies in Toca is that they ‘use’ employment in this arena as a temporary solution, 

and then they leave the industry. As Constanza and Ana explain in two different instances 

in the group interviews:  

 

Laura: Why did you decide to leave after 15 years? What happened in your 

life?  

 

Constanza: Because my children grew up and my goal was to give them the 

possibility of studying until 11th grade. I said from then on they are going to 

have to keep going by themselves.  

 

Ana: Yes, and for example in the company, you get sick and you get sick 

leave and can sleep on that day. While in the countryside you get sick and the 

stove needs to get started and you need to go and look after the cows.  

 

Nowadays Constanza works the jornal whenever she needs to, and stays at home working 

in the house and the garden. On the other hand, Ana has raised and educated her children, 

who are now at university, through working in the flower industry. After they finished 

high school, she started a small onion processing business in town. She also teaches at 

the local school in her vereda. Thus, as Sofia also explained, women made decisions 

about working in the flower industry on the basis of their own individual needs and 

situations.  

 

Laura: So how do you make the decision of okay, I need to go and work in 

the flower company? 

Sofia: Well, you look at whatever is best, where you see that you will get 

more money, because obviously, right now finding anything is difficult, so 

what can you do? Wherever you get something and that is it.  

 

In both fieldwork sites, both men and women relied on the jornal or other informal 

income to alleviate everyday economic stress. This is due to the consequences of severe 

climate change, the results of social inequality brought by neoliberal restructuring, and 

the government’s abandonment of rural Colombia. The importance of informal income 

as an economic resource was highlighted in a group interview in Toca as women 

discussed milking:  

 

Laura: So do you think that there is a big difference when working in the 

flowers than working in the countryside?  

Constanza: Yes, of course. Of course, because, for example, now … if you 

do not have renta – we call renta to the money we get from the cows – you 
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won’t have any money to do groceries, but you do not rest every day. You 

have to sweep, mop, scrub, cut wood, start the stove, make food, and who 

pays you for that? No one, these are things, chores that you have to do.  

 

While some rural women have opted to replace the jornal or other informal work with 

waged work in export crops, this comes with the additional shifts of working on the farm 

and in the home. Although the jornal or the milking does present a stable income, it is 

still a significant part of women’s everyday lives and income, as labouring in the flower 

industry is not a lifetime choice due to the long hours and low wages.  

 

 

 

Figure 9: Milena working the jornal at a nearby farm in the Sierra.  

 

Neoliberal discourses have often ignored the contribution of the informal, the everyday 

and the local to peasant livelihoods (El Khoury 2015). The jornal is a clear example of 

how informal wages are still very important to peasant economies, especially for those 

living in precarious conditions. The severity of the social and economic situation for 

peasant farmers often renders the jornal the only work option for women, despite the fact 

that it is considered ‘men’s work’. For example, Luis, a male leader from the region of 

the Sierra, reacts to Milena’s photograph (Figure 9) during the town’s photographic 

exhibition:  
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Luis:  For us in the culture and family I do not like this photo (Figure 9). 

Having to see my mother in that situation will break my soul. I would like to 

see her in a more elegant space. I like the one with the crafts or the kitchen. 

That is more normal, because you can work together as a family.  

 

Luis’ quotation reveals that traditional gender roles are still very present in the minds of 

men in the countryside. Seeing women doing ‘men’s work’ is still frowned upon, despite 

women assisting men greatly in farm chores. These patriarchal discourses have very 

serious and real consequences that allow women’s work to remain unremunerated, 

invisible and undervalued. They also stigmatise and marginalise women who do not 

conform to traditional family structures in the communities. This was emphasised in the 

story of Milena, who lost her husband in the armed conflict and has had to take on heavy 

workloads to sustain her family. Milena’s story is explained in detail in the section on the 

armed conflict below.  

 

Despite the possibility of being stigmatised for undertaking work deemed masculine, 

many poor women like Milena relied on the jornal. For example, in the Sierra during 

coffee harvest season, there is considerable demand for labour to collect coffee and to 

cook on the large farms. Women are often employed as cooks or collectors. Andrea, who 

owned a property without crops, explains:  

 

Andrea: There was a time that I had to work to sustain them [children] 

because my husband got sick and he could not work … I used to go and collect 

coffee at Mar’s [the neighbour]. I gathered coffee a few times, and then I 

cooked for the school … and I went by until my husband went to work again.  

 

The above extract demonstrates the intersections of the historical struggle for land and 

poverty for rural women in Colombia (see Deere and León 1998). Andrea’s narrative 

reveals that women’s resistances need to be conceptualised as part of a broader context 

of the peasant communities of Latin America that have historically been marginalised by 

large landowners (Bengoa 2003).  

 

Andrea’s testimony also supports the argument that men and women work in parity to 

contest poverty. This then relates to descolonial feminists’ agendas for gender equality, 

which includes parity and communitarian feminisms – that is, to understand women’s 

experiences from their own cultural heritage and everyday realities that are often marked 

by poverty (see Marcos 2005). Andrea’s experience further demonstrates the importance 
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of communitarian and gendered struggles. Mar, who employed Andrea while her husband 

was sick, lives two houses away. Therefore, the community networks are localised.  

 

Milena, on the other hand, undertook all work herself during coffee harvest on her farm:  

 

Milena: So, well, yes, I have every year the coffee harvest. And I usually do 

not hire a labourer so I can have the money for myself (laughs). And then I 

can pay what I owe or the food, the groceries or something like that. 

 

Milena’s comment demonstrates once again how women’s everyday lives, livelihood and 

choices are marked by resistances and negotiations to neoliberal forces and patriarchal 

structures that are uneven and conflicting. Milena is a widow who relies on the income 

she can obtain from the coffee harvest. She also works the jornal on other farms for the 

rest of the year. Milena grows organic coffee, a product that is in increasing demand 

globally and farmed across the Sierra region. Like other small producers in the Sierra, 

Milena is farming a product that is providing her with an alternative to subsistence, and 

is also sustainable for the environment. However, the local organic coffee farmers 

increasingly struggle with the high standard demands of organic coffee for export. Indeed, 

the export organic coffee market in Colombia is dominated by a few farms owned by 

wealthier landowners. In a meeting I attended, a group of organised local coffee farmers 

that included Nieves, Antonia, and Sandra, discussed the difficulty of achieving and 

maintaining the international standards for organic coffee export, given their lack of 

resources such as infrastructure, transport, and appropriate fertilisers that do not damage 

the land. As Woods (2007: 493) explains, ‘globalization has created opportunities for 

entrepreneurs in rural societies to amass considerable wealth, but has also polarized the 

socio-economic structures of communities in the global countryside’.  

 

Like Milena, a number of other participants rely on informal income, including a group 

of women in Toca whose main remunerated labour is milking. None of this group owned 

more than 10 hectares of land. Their stories were of debt, the loss of land, and poor 

commodity prices for milk, and other farming produce. Otherwise abstract and seemingly 

far removed regulatory reforms were given concrete shape in the everyday of these 

women, who spend their days between the milking routine, the domestic chores, and 

assisting their husbands with the farm work. The increasing social polarisation, the scaled 

up political authority, and the regulation of commodity and produce prices (Woods 2007) 
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are deeply affecting the lives of the families who rely on farming and milking. We 

discussed the complex situation in the group interview:  

 

Laura: How do you see the situation nowadays?  

Esperanza: It has not improved much, because, for example, at the moment if 

you notice how much is a litre of milk? Nowadays how much is a 

beer? The beer is costing twice the price of a bottle of milk, a litre … 

Ana Maria: Well, let’s say that is not a beer. Let’s say a bottle of water. It is 

almost more expensive to buy a bag of water than a litre of milk.  

Esperanza: I mean, the investment that you do for the hard food, for the 

Agrosal,29 for the grass that the animal eats does not compensate 

selling a litre of milk for 800 pesos [USD$0.28] … but I think that it 

is here that we have these circumstances, because in the city the price 

is double.  

 

Later on, Esperanza adds:  

 

Esperanza: It has been a few years that the farmer is losing, the campesinx is 

losing many things, with all the things that the government has imposed, like, 

look, for example, when the potato price rises, the government imports it. 

Yes, if unfortunately the onion price rises, they immediately bring and make 

the price drop, so we cannot do anything.  

 

As a result of global and national trade deregulation, through decisions such as the Free 

Trade Agreement signed with the United States, currency fluctuates, there are shifts in 

consumer fashions, and political and trade decisions are taken far outside of the localities 

and away from the everyday lives of rural Colombian peasants. As peasant producers, 

participants mostly rely on local markets, such as bakeries, shops and nearby metropolitan 

enterprises to sell their produce. Selling at the national and international market is 

problematic, as it is increasingly dominated by international competitors who, as the 

women recounted, can afford to sell products very cheaply. As a consequence, this puts 

pressure on the national market to reduce its prices. For instance, since 2012, the national 

milk price standard has been calculated by quality and hygiene standards that small 

producers often cannot meet (Medina 2015). Thus, the price the women receive for their 

milk is very limited and also subject to significant fluctuations. 

 

While Esperanza and Ana Maria’s excerpts give material form to Woods (2007) 

hypothetical notion of the ‘global countryside’, it also takes his proposition further in 

bringing to the fore its gendered and de(s)colonial dimensions. The changes that Woods’ 

                                                 
29 Mineral supplement given to the cattle.  
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(2007) enumerates have significantly increased peasant women’s labour. They undertake 

additional on-farm labour to accommodate the changes in their husbands’ working lives, 

while continuing to attend to all household tasks.  

 

Ema: I am milking in three sites, and three cows in each site, and then I need 

to get the guarapo30 ready for them, to take to the labourers, the ones that are 

gathering the onions, so my second job is then to organise the lunch with 

them, and then, the next stop would be to clean. And in the afternoon, I have 

more rest, to put grass to the cattle and fix the fences. That is all the work.  

 

Therefore, the feminisation of the workforce is not only a phenomenon for women 

working in the agro-industries (see Kay 2007). It is also a reality for campesina women 

outside the agor-industries affected by neoliberal structures, that create pressures in 

peasant families to be more competitive, and produce more in order to subsist. 

  

I have illustrated above how women’s milking work connected them locally with the 

national and global restructuring around milk as a commodity. This is not to suggest that 

they were incapacitated by the top-down forces of globalisation, and are lacking agency 

and capacity. Even in these unfair conditions, women regarded the milking as something 

important for their economic independence and their family’s subsistence. They said they 

performed ‘miracles’ with the little income and milk they produced weekly. 

 

Ana Maria: At least there is remuneration, because let’s say like the ones that 

have cows to milk, there is income. And we benefit from the milk also to 

drink it.  

Ema: For the groceries.  

 

Despite the labour-intensive nature of milking and animal care, and the poor returns, this 

work was given high priority by the women dedicated to the farm as it was the only paid 

work they performed, giving them economic independence from their husbands.  

 

Ana Maria: For example, I manage the income of the milk and he has never 

asked me how much I get from the milk, or if I sell some pigs he has never 

asked me for how much I sold them, but he knows how I manage my money 

and what I invest it in. So if you sell some chickens or whatever they [men] 

do not ask you for bills, and you notice that.  

 

                                                 
30 A traditional fermented drink of sugar cane or palm-tree sap that labourers drink in Colombia.  
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In addition to milking cows, other farm animals are also financially significant and the 

women are responsible for their primary care, as illustrated in Figure 10. By way of 

animal care work they have found an alternative source of income to alleviate the impact 

of poor milk and produce prices. The way animal care provided agency, empowerment 

and income for women was not exclusive to this particular group of women, but a feature 

of the lives of most women in Toca and some in Minca.  

 

 

Figure 10: Juliana ties her pig in her farm in Toca. 

 

Ana: And maybe to have a place to take care of the animals is beneficial for 

us, because any time that you need them you can sell them. If you 

have a space to take care of them, and get them out and sell them. So 

yeah, it is a benefit.  

Laura: I see. And with what income do you buy these animals?  

Pamela: In the jornal, yes miss. I bought it those days that I was working and 

I got paid where I was working. And a cousin told me that he would 

sell me a sheep and two young goats. So he sold them to me. And I 

brought it down here with the two young goats and they grew. And I 

had to sell them to gather the money for the bank … And anyway, 

because of the weather, there is no grass. So where was I going to 

raise them? Yes miss … 

Laura: And has someone else sold animals recently?  

Estrella: Well, yes, I also had to sell two pigs and pay the bank’s fee.  

Constanza: I also sold a goat.  
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Figure 11: Margarita knits a mochila.31  

 

In the Sierra, women’s ownership of animals for income is impeded by the landscape. It 

is very steep and therefore it is not possible to own larger animals such as cows. Apart 

from the jornal in coffee farming, and small animal care, women supplement income 

through making crafts (see Figure 11) and cooking for labourers and visitors. Pilar 

explained the importance of this additional labour to her family’s economic wellbeing 

following the sudden loss of her husband:  

 

Pilar: Thank God I sell what I do [crafts]. And they ask me to do more and 

that is my income. Thanks to God. Well, the father of my children passed 

away. He had an accident … I mean it was a long process. It was like 10 years 

that I had to work very hard and get out and work and leave the girls [her 

children] with my mother, because I did not have income. And my parents 

took care of my children and I would go and work … I mean wherever you 

see there are opportunities. You go for it. So you do not get stuck because it 

is about finding different ways of having a future. You cannot think only 

about the present but also about the future you want your children to have.  

 

Pilar’s account provides evidence of women’s careful and creative management of the 

household budget. Women’s agency is localised and directed at sustaining the household. 

Most women are able to generate income for groceries or other needs through their 

                                                 
31 A popular artisanal bag made in Colombia.  
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animals or milking. This is despite severe financial hardship. Women’s economic 

independence in the Sierra empowers them in a manner similar to that experienced by 

women working in the flower companies in Toca. As they contest economic structural 

change, they also contest patriarchal structures though everyday informal remunerated 

work. Overall, informal income in its many guises is a resource that rural women use for 

subsistence and negotiation within the household. It is an essential part of the local forces 

shaping the global countryside and contesting patriarchy.  

 

Women’s experiences demonstrate that they are not passive subjects who are being 

subsumed by global and patriarchal forces, but active subjects shaping and reshaping 

these forces. In this respect, rural women in Colombia are indicative of the contested 

nature of the global countryside as described by Woods (2007). Peasant women in 

Colombia are enmeshed in a negotiation for gender equality with their partners in their 

everyday lives, as well as a resistance against the forces of neoliberal globalisation and 

colonial practices – this is a double struggle which descolonial feminists have been 

outspoken about (Gargallo Celentani 2014).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2 Climate Change  
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Figure 12: Juliana shows me the effects of the verano (drought) in her farmland.  

 

Climate change was a significant topic of concern and discussion among the rural 

population in the two case study sites. In Toca, there had been a terrible verano (drought), 

while in Minca there was intense invierno (rainy season) affecting the population when I 

visited. In Figure 12, Juliana shows me the effects of the drought in her farmland in Toca. 

There is much more environmental consciousness in the area of Sierra given it is a semi-

protected ecosystem, being declared a Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO in 1979. In the 

region of the Sierra organic coffee farms, Indigenous territories and natural reserves are 

part of the landscape. The land is very productive agriculturally. This is not the case in 

all of the mountain range of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, which has suffered as a 

result of the monocultivos32 of coca and glyphosate extermination. Similarly, Toca has 

endured the negative effects of poor farming practices, such as the use of agrochemicals, 

monocultures and intensive cattle raising. This has resulted in increasingly prolonged 

periods of drought.  

 

Woods (2007) states that the global countryside is inscribed by the marks of globalisation. 

These marks were evident in relation to the impact of climate change in both fieldwork 

sites. Peasant farmers in Latin America have grown crops with the use of agrochemicals 

and through practising deforestation, as these were introduced into the model of 

                                                 
32 Translates to monoculture. A practice culturally associated to campesinx farming in Colombia.  
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production by capitalist restructuring (Uribe Pérez 2013). While the effects of these 

practices are etched on the landscape (see Figure 12), some peasant farmers and their 

allies are progressively resisting these productionist agricultural practices (i.e. La Vía 

Campesina).  

 

In addition, the reactions and mitigations to climate change are gendered. Within rural 

capitalist and patriarchal structures, men have often been responsible for the main farming 

decisions, while women have typically managed the household, the gardens and the 

animals. These gendered experiences of place have direct impacts on the way in which 

climate change is conceptualised and talked about by peasant populations (see 

Lookabaugh 2017). I found that women’s connection to nature is embedded in embodied 

feelings, especially of care, love and concern for the future sustainability of the 

countryside. These feelings are often associated with women’s Catholic faith. During a 

focus group at the local café in Toca, as we looked out over the town’s square and the 

statue of the Chief Tocavita, the Indigenous chief of the Muiscas, the first peoples on 

Toca’s land, it started raining. As it did, so our conversation focused on the impacts of 

the verano (drought).  

 

Gloria: It has been tougher because it has not rained. So there is no grass. 

There is nothing.  

Esperanza: And the “ice”33 has been very tough. People were burning the 

grass and the grasses were ruined. You can see it in the photos mija.34  

Laura: Yes, you can really see the landscape. Very yellow, everything looks 

yellow. It is very bad, but look, it’s raining! 

Ana Maria: It has been so long since we saw rain.  

Stefany: Yes, God! 

Esperanza: Look at the plants, they are happy. Look how they are blooming 

in the park. The totuma35 of the chief is filling up.  

 

Women’s concern about climate change was often referenced as part of a larger 

conversation about the abandonment of the countryside by the government. The 

following exchange, from a focus group in Toca, is indicative of the way in which 

women’s discussion of climate change segued into ruminations on the failure of the nation 

state to engage with a wide array of problems facing rural people: 

 

                                                 
33 The ‘ice’ Esperanza refers to here is due to the morning dew.  
34 A colloquial term to refer to daughters or young girls. 
35 A bowl made out of vegetable or fruit cases, such as calabash.  
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Antonia: Yes, there is drought and no grass. There is nothing. No harvest. It 

is distressing really.  

Nataly: And to be honest, they barely help the campesinx. I mean the issue is 

that!  

Sofia: The government has forgotten the countryside.  

Antonia: I mean we do not even see the money, because we are in so much 

debt. You take money out from the bank to invest in the countryside.  

Teresa: My husband used to get out there with the machine and gather his 

barley and now there is no harvest.  

 

The issues of climate change and government abandonment in Colombia are historically 

embedded in colonial and patriarchal practices of possessive logics (see Moreton-

Robinson 2015). Such logics continue to inform the agricultural practices of many 

peasant farmers.  

 

Despite the concerning conditions of the countryside, women are proposing and enacting 

solutions to mitigate climate change in their everyday lives. This includes engaging in 

organic farming, protesting mining in their territories, planting trees, looking for 

alternatives to agrochemicals and monocultivos, and recycling plastic for craft making. 

Nieves, a rural women leader from Minca, was committed to promoting organic coffee 

farming, and often organised meetings with the community to facilitate training to meet 

the quality and environmental standards. Margarita, Rosa and Delfina, who were 

neighbours from a vereda in Minca, created vases and bags out of plastic waste to 

decorate their houses and to sell in Minca’s peasant market (see Figure 14). In Toca, 

Diosa was outspoken about the coal mine affecting the páramo36 from which the town 

drew its water. Maria, who resided in another vereda in Minca, organised members of the 

community to pick up rubbish on several occasions. Lucia and her family often talked to 

residents about promoting house gardens and called their organic garden and piece of 

land ‘El Plan’ (the plan) (see Figure 13). In group interviews, both Diosa in Toca and 

Mar in Minca emphasised the importance of planting trees. These proposals were 

received with affirming nods by other participants, who commented:  

 

Ana: Let me tell you something, I see the countryside very empty. There is 

no vegetation. It has been cut down. I am not from here either. I am 

from the Rosal Cundinamarca, and I have been living here [in Toca] 

for 11 years … But I see the countryside very empty, missing 

vegetation. They finished with it. That is why they say there is …  

                                                 
36 An ecosystem and plateau that is present in South America, especially in the Andes. It presents low 

temperatures.  
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Violeta: They cut off lots of trees. There is deforestation.  

Diosa: And they are exploiting the coal and no one does anything. Everyone 

lives happy, content, and simply we do not worry about anything …  

 

 

Figure 13: Lucia and her husband in their plot of land, ‘El Plan’, where they have an organic garden. 

 

 

Figure 14: Margarita cuts a plastic bag to threads to knit it afterwards.  
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Women also shared more immediate reactions to climate change than those related to 

subsistence. In Toca, several women had their water rationed and often ran out of water 

to shower or to cook for their families. For example, Sofia’s family had to improvise a 

hose to funnel water from the house of her in-laws so her family could have access to 

water over the week. Sara’s mother, who lived in the countryside, sometimes had to come 

to her daughter’s house in town to wash the clothes. As these stories illustrate, the 

cumulative impacts of climate change have altered women’s routines and added to their 

workload. These effects were recounted by Estrella during a focus group in Toca in 

response to a question I asked as to how climate change had affected the women’s lives:  

 

Estrella: I never left the house to work. I was always at home and now the 

situation led me to have to get out. We had the opportunity at Compro Agro 

[local onion processing business] to work and we had to! Because imagine 

not even being able to have a cow, because the cows are there but without any 

grass for what? So, yeah, honestly, I never left home to work but now I’ve 

had to.  

 

Campesina women are not mere victims of climate change, but rather they are agents who 

are aware and reflexive of its effects and are enacting or at least proposing solutions to its 

impacts on their lands. The de(s)colonial epistemology of this thesis has led me to make 

the connections between climate change and the colonial practices inscribed on the land, 

such as the use of agrochemicals, the monocultivo farming, the introduction of foreign 

species and the promotion of mining and deforestation.  

 

Colonialism and patriarchy have had a direct impact on the land, and are now deeply 

affecting the lives of rural populations, especially small farmers, who, in Colombia, are 

mainly made up of campesinxs, Indigenous and Afro-Colombians. The patriarchal 

structures in the countryside, pressured by capitalist logics, have led to the use of 

agrochemicals and deforestation, and undermined or marginalised sustainable farming 

practices. Through the promotion of capitalist agro-industrial systems and values, 

colonialism and patriarchy are inscribed on the landscape of the global countryside and 

are increasing women’s workloads. In this context, women have a crucial role to play in 

their localities, as production practices need to be embedded in a heartfelt connection to 

the land, as espoused by many campesina participants during this research. This also 

includes taking into account the teachings of several Indigenous communities that have 

resisted colonial practices, and have called for feeling-thinking our relationship to the 

land (see Millán et al. 2014).  
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6.3 Territorial Struggles 

 

For Indigenous women, living in territories where the state has not resolved 

the effects of war, which are impoverished places, and that are far from the 

Peace Accords, it becomes a sombre horizon. Still, it is important to say that 

throughout history Indigenous women have rebelled against the oppressions 

of dispossession, looting and other forms of violence against their bodies. 

There are numerous testimonies of resistance; from the grandmothers and 

great-grandmothers’ against the forms of colonial domination; even the 

contemporary women, who bring their bodies to the forefront of the attack to 

defend life (Cabnal 2015: n.p.).  

 

In this section of the chapter, I deconstruct and complicate what Woods (2007) nominates 

as the final characteristic of the global countryside; that is, it is a constant contested space. 

He notes that due to the multifaceted nature of globalisation, tensions can arise in different 

ways in rural localities. These tensions are embedded in social and economic processes, 

but also in embodied and place-meaning processes (Woods 2007; Morgan, Brandth and 

Kvande 2005). In rural Colombia, these tensions are marked by the historical struggle for 

land that has resulted in human rights violations, displacement, dispossession and violent 

confrontations. Issues over land have involved the different actors that transit and occupy 

rural spaces, including paramilitary groups, drug traffickers, foreign investors, insurgent 

groups, tourists, military, peasant farmers, large landowners and Indigenous groups. In 

detailing the conflicts over land, I adopt the concept of territory as enunciated by Cabnal 

(2015: n.p.) – that is, ‘territorio cuerpo-tierra’ (territory body-land) – and introduced in 

Chapter One.  

 

It is important to reiterate here that, just as Courtheyn (2017) explains, land and territory 

are not simply physical spaces, but have histories, feelings, lives and memories. They 

encompass embodied experiences, and power relations between human and non-human 

actors. Undertaking an extensive period of ethnographic research and conducting group 

interviews in place allowed me to gain a deep understanding of the notion of ‘territorio 

cuerpo-tierra’ in the two fieldwork sites. In contrast to this definition, is a state-sponsored 

and instrumentalist understanding of the terms land and territory as invoked by Colombia 

President Juan Manuel Santos. For the President, land and territory are spaces to enact 

national security, and to foster capitalist and neoliberal expansion (Courtheyn 2017).  
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In this section, I only discuss the case study of the Sierra. In contrast to other parts of 

Colombia, Toca has been relatively immune to the armed conflict, largely because, unlike 

the northern and western (Puerto Boyacá) regions of Boyacá, it does not connect to key 

regions of armed conflict such as Casanare and Arauca. This means that the town has 

been of limited strategic importance to insurgent groups (ACNUR 2003–2007). In 

summary, there is a sense of continuity in the history of Toca’s territory, as it has not been 

dramatically disrupted by violence wrought by the armed conflict. Rather, the territorial 

issues of Toca are between the local populations and the flower industry, and also 

between medium/large landowners and small peasant farmers. The former is exemplified 

in the productive practices of the town that have remained within traditional farming 

practices for decades (see Fals Borda 1973). As I have covered the manifestations of the 

territorial struggle as manifest in Toca in previous sections of this chapter, I turn here to 

the Sierra case study.  

 

6.3.1 The Armed Conflict  

 

In focusing on the Sierra case study, I want to complicate Woods’ (2010) 

conceptualisation of the global countryside. Woods’ (2010) delineation of the global 

countryside does not address violence, despite the fact that violence has a historical 

presence in many rural localities in the developing world. This is the case in Colombia, 

where violence persists despite the 2016 signature of the peace accord between the 

government and the largest insurgent group, FARC-EP. 37  As such, there is political 

importance in reconstructing the history of the body-land territories where, despite 

resistances, women have often been silenced by violence and dispossession in the 

country. 

 

                                                 
37 On 9 June 2017 Sociologist Boaventura Sousa Santos talked about the perspectives of peace in 

Colombia post-peace accord during the CRIC (Consejo Nacional Inidigena del Cauca) student assembly. 

The sociologist expressed his concern about the emergence of other forms of conflict in the country due 

to a neoliberal system that persists (Programa de Comunicaciones CRIC 2017).  
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Figure 15: Milena stands in front of her house by the road.  

 

Milena: Lo único que queda son historias [what remains are the stories].  

 

In Figure 15, Milena stands by her house. The dwelling overlooks the road that connects 

to Delfina’s and Margarita’s houses and to other places in the vereda like the school. To 

the other side, the road connects to the main road in Minca’s town centre, and the highway 

that leads towards Santa Marta, the capital city of the state. In the past, the road led to a 

military station. Today, the military station is no longer in use, and has been replaced by 

a natural reserve for the famous variety of endemic bird species of the Sierra. On different 

occasions, I sat on the bench by Milena’s house. It is often used as a resting point by 

people she knows who pass by. Milena always offered tinto while we talked. On one 

particular day, after talking about the past armed actors (military, paramilitary and FARC-

EP) who transited the road, and walked towards households or the bush in the vereda, I 

wrote the following journal entry:  

 

She [Milena] says that the biggest problems were with the paracos 

[paramilitary] … Milena and a local visitor talk about how they [armed 

actors] used to come into the house and ask her to make lemonade, soup or 

other things. How they used to send their teenage daughters to the bush when 

they were coming because they were afraid. How there was “el carro de la 

muerte” [the car of death] that used to pick up people and disappear them. 
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They laugh but they also say that they were “cagados”38 all the time because 

it was very scary. It was them against a group of armed men.  

 

In the group interview Milena provided further explanation of the situation: 

 

Milena: Well, horrible mija because sometimes those cars will go by and they 

were full and you were always thinking, “Who are they going to take this 

time?” That was horrible … And because you lived by the road, and you had 

your children. You know how that is … I would not like to remember that!  

 

I remember Milena pointing out where the ‘carro de la muerte’ would pass by and 

pointing to the bush where they would send their teenage daughters to hide. Both excerpts 

bring to light that in the everyday, the actions to contain the armed conflict were 

immediate and elicited immense fear. They also reveal the complex and unenviable 

positioning of women as carers for armed personnel in a militarised and patriarchal 

context. 

 

On another day, as I accompanied Milena while she was working the jornal in a nearby 

house, she told me about her husband’s murder at the hands of the paramilitary 14 years 

ago. He was coming up from Santa Marta in a truck with their 13-year-old daughter when 

they were stopped by the paramilitary and he was shot. When they noticed that he was 

still alive they cut his throat in front of his daughter. The family was able to recover the 

body and transport it back to the vereda on the same day. Fearing for her life and that of 

her five children, Milena packed a few things and left with her offspring for Santa Marta. 

They were away for more than four months waiting for the danger to subside. In the group 

interview, she also talked about this incident:  

 

Milena: Because from all of the ones that are here [women], the one that went 

through (Milena cries), something that I never expected was when my 

husband … So you never forget. And you can say that you are happy and all 

of that, but there are moments that you would like to have your husband 

because it is very tough. Because when you are taught to be with your 

husband, that is very hard to go to a meeting and know that … That happened 

to me … So I would go to a meeting or a party or something like that, and 

everyone goes with their husband… So look that is one of the most horrible 

things that can be in this world! 

 

                                                 
38 A colloquial expression that relatively translates to being ‘scared shitless’.  
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The tactics of terror used in the armed conflict have been the subject of extensive 

discussion in Colombia (see Grupo de Memoria Histórica 2013). Milena’s story is not an 

isolated case. It brings to light how violence, dispossession, displacement, fear, 

widowhood, and abuse are felt in the body, as an extension of the territory, and of the 

land, that armed actors have occupied and terrorised.  

 

A similar confluence of body-territory loss was enunciated by Margarita who recounted 

her move from another vereda, as a result of the armed conflict.  

 

Margarita: I moved from [the original vereda] because I could not stand it 

anymore. Like I told you, I came here to see what was going on in my head 

because I could not stand it anymore. So it was around me, not like inside my 

house but around my house. There were very tough things happening and that 

affects you. You know why? Because all of those families are like family to 

you. Others are friends of many years! So that affects you, but that is how we 

have to deal with war, and see it pass. And God takes care of us and keeps us 

here. But it is hard. You don’t forget that. You don’t! 

Rosa: I mean they are marks that are never erased.  

 

The pain and fear that women expressed in this group interview resonated across the 

fieldwork in the Sierra. In another focus group, Antonia stated:  

 

Antonia: It was very scary because it was scary to talk. I mean like, for 

example, a group will pass by over here and they would ask for a hen and you 

would give it to them. And then if another group arrived you also had to give 

it to them because you needed to be like, I mean like in a straight line, not 

here or there. The people who were in favour of a certain group were the ones 

who died, while if you were in the margin they would not mess with you. I 

mean they still scared us … 

 

Thus, the armed conflict did not only affect the body deeply, but also the population’s 

economic resources such as livestock. The power of illegal armed actors like the 

paramilitary and the guerrilla over territories bodies-land was immense during conflict 

periods and has had deep consequences in the Colombian territories. The armed conflict 

is a sombre and dangerous topic, and has consequently been a subject that has been 

silenced. How each death deeply affected the communities further shows how it is 

imperative to take into account the body in the actions of peace related to the territories. 

Unfortunately, the peace accord of the current Colombian government is premised on a 

public/private dichotomy that constructs the territory as a public demarcated space that 

can be subject to intervention by neoliberal forces in order to ‘restore’ the communities 

(see Courtheyn 2017). More importantly, as has been demonstrated elsewhere in this 
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chapter, the localised organisation of the communities in these territories are essential for 

the campesinx population’s wellbeing and survival. Fuelled by the painful experiences of 

the armed conflict, the local populations in Colombia are creating and enacting alternative 

realities to the post-peace accord period that takes a broader understanding of territory, 

like the peace community in San José de Apartadó (see Courtheyn 2017).  

 

While Milena decided to return to her land, millions of Colombians have not done so. 

Forced displacement has been a tactic of war used by armed groups to secure new 

territory, and in doing so gain power over the land and the bodies inhabiting that land 

(Balcells and Steele 2016). Currently, Colombia has the largest number of forcedly 

displaced people at 6.9 million (El País 2016). The family Martinez is part of this statistic. 

Like most of the families in the Sierra, the Martinez family has been a victim of forced 

displacement by violence more than once. Displacement was first experienced by the 

family as campesinxs colonos,39 coming from Santander during La Violencia period 

(1948–1958)40 (see Molano Bravo 1987). After this period, the new generations of the 

Martinez were displaced by the FARC-EP, military and paramilitary conflict during the 

1990s.  

 

Despite the fact that they had lived in the Santa Marta for most of their lives, the Martinez 

women still identify as campesinas and care deeply for their farmland and territory. 

Nieves Martinez is the communal leader of her vereda, even though she does not live 

there permanently. During the group interview, all of the Martinez women participants 

recalled a happy and peaceful childhood that was suddenly disrupted by violence:  

 

Bianca: We grew up in a time that was very healthy, because the Sierra, as 

such, is a settlement of Santandeareanos,41  people that came fleeing the 

violence and made their homes there. And it was very peaceful. It was a haven 

of peace, despite the poverty, the lack of education, and well of the lack of 

services … It was very healthy and, at any time, in the night you could go to 

the neighbours and they would welcome you. Then, the moment arrived in 

which they knocked the door and you wanted to die because the guerrilla was 

there.  
 

                                                 
39 The colonos is a large population of the Colombian countryside that has been displaced by epochs of 

violence, and has resettled and organised in new territories, where they can develop similar agrarian 

practices, finding ecosystems that reflect those from where they have migrated. 
40 La Violencia was a ten-year civil war between the Conservative and the Liberal parties, which was 

aggravated with the assassination of Liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (1949) in Bogotá and greatly 

affected the countryside in the next 10 years.  
41 People from the State of Santander in Colombia.  
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The Martinez women’s second experience of displacement occurred when the guerrilla 

forces killed one of their brothers in the territory in 1991. From that year, the family began 

being threatened by different members of the armed actors, as they owned a large amount 

of land. In this period, the number of the murders in the community increased 

dramatically. Over time, most of the Martinez family relocated to Santa Marta. 

 

Gloria: I mean it was a horrible thing because when the issue of the armed 

conflict was terrible we had our brother murdered. And the day that he was 

killed it was a thing like it had no explanation. Like you do not know how 

that happened, with that pain that we felt and when we came to bury him … 

Daniela and Bianca were teachers and I was a nurse nearby … and we had to 

work knowing that those people were all over the region. And then the men 

[brothers] all left and we were left alone there. And it was horrible. For my 

mother that was very hard. The death of my brother and for my father – due 

to that my father died. He got sick because he really felt that. And he was 

grieving and he never did a party again …  

Bianca: Poverty was left after that.  

 

As displaced people move, their embodied experiences of their trauma are carried with 

them to new spaces. In observing the gendered impact of displacement in Colombia, 

anthropologist Donny Meertens (2012) has argued that women struggle more with the 

rupture of community and familial relationships. She contends that once fissures occur in 

women’s networks, they have issues adapting to the new urban spaces and experience 

poverty. This contention was given voice in the focus group with the Martinez women. 

Gloria talked about her family’s experience of adapting to a new urban context when they 

moved to Santa Marta:  

 

Gloria: And then we slowly adapted to the city and we got jobs doing this and 

that. Each one of us knew something but we did not know how to look for 

work in the city. And we were corronchos,42 like they say, and yes, because 

for the campesinx to move to the city is hard. The campesinx is not used to 

the cities, like the man of the city is not used to the countryside. They mess 

up because they do not know what to do and that happens to the campesinx 

as well when they arrive to the city … And as everyone was looking for the 

city to sustain themselves and be safe you would look for family members 

that could help you. And everyone was doing that. All of the people that were 

displaced. It was horrible. 

 

Despite the challenges, the Martinez family refused to sell or abandon their lands. They 

eventually returned to the countryside at the beginning of this century, and today continue 

                                                 
42 Colloquial term used in Colombia to refer to people who do not possess ‘high culture’, are extravagant 

and dress with ‘bad taste’.  
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to farm coffee while living safely in Santa Marta, the city. Due to the family’s social and 

economic mobility, they were able to retain a connection to the land and territory, while 

avoiding reliving the trauma. Women talked about a responsibility they had for their land 

and territory.  

 

Laura: And have you ever thought about selling your land?  

Bianca: Not me.  

Gloria: Me neither.  

(They all agree shaking their head) 

Laura: Why do you think it is important?  

Bianca: Because I think that what we are seeing now is a lot of foreigners are 

taking those places. And the Sierra is such an important thing 

worldwide. And the oxygen over there, the water, the Sierra is the 

heart of the world. They say it’s the Amazon, but the Sierra is the heart 

of the world.  

 

The actions of the Martinez family to this date demonstrate a localised way of resistance 

to the (neo)colonisation of their territory body-land. While most of the displaced 

population has not been able to retain their lands, there are several processes both legal, 

and informal, in Colombia that are being engaged to further land restitution (see Law 

1448 of 2011). This is complicated for women as they have historically lacked official 

land ownership due to patriarchal power, so they do not have the formal paperwork to 

claim land (see Meertens 2012). Bianca’s quotation introduces another form of violence 

present in the territory body-land of the local rural population: that is, the physical, 

symbolic, epistemic, structural violence brought by tourism (Devine and Ojeda 2017). 

This is explored further in the following section. 

 

 

6.3.2 Tourism  

 

Woods (2007) notes that the global countryside is characterised by a globalising mobility 

enshrined in tourism. As Diana Ojeda and other critical geographers (see Devine and 

Ojeda 2017) have asserted, tourist mobilities can be linked to dispossession, 

environmental devastation and different forms of violence. Moreover, there are gendered 

implications to the negotiation of gender roles in the integration of tourism to rural work, 

as it has been demonstrated to empower women who administer tourism economically 

and socially, but also to create expectations of traditional rural masculinity and femininity 

(Brandth and Haugen 2011). The above contentions were evident in Minca’s town centre 

and also in the more remote veredas of the Sierra where fieldwork was conducted. The 
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Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta mountain range is home to many endemic bird species. 

Furthermore, the Sierra’s Biosphere reserve status by UNESCO gives the landscape great 

environmental value. The apparent peace, brought by the demobilisation of armed actors 

from the territories of the Sierra, has seen increased interest in land by foreign investors. 

Such investors are attracted by cheap prices, which have been at the expense of a 

dispossessed local population. Then, on the basis of ‘green pretexts’, investors attain state 

support for neoliberal tourism and conservation (Ojeda 2012; Gascón and Ojeda 2014; 

Devine and Ojeda 2017). In the veredas where I spent most of my time, the increasing 

presence of a natural reserve at the top of the mountains (literally) elicited several 

concerns, which were discussed in the group interviews: 

 

Nieves: That [natural reserve] is destructive.  

Noema: But let me tell you something, the ones that have moved up over there 

is beneficial for them. And just for them because they are not helping 

the Sierra, or the community, or the young people from the 

community.  

Maria: [The natural reserve] is damaging whatever is left. They are building 

cabins that are one million pesos (USD$330) for the night.  

 

In informal conversations with the peasant population of the community of the Sierra, 

people remarked that the establishment of the reserve had resulted in the privatisation of 

land. They also commented that the reserve has contaminated the water sources that 

originate at the top of the mountain. This demonstrates the ways in which ecotourism and 

neoliberal conservation practices also cause environmental degradation and the 

privatisation of natural resources. It also shows how local populations are dispossessed 

for ‘green purposes’ of biodiversity and conservation. In Colombia, the state has 

supported and allowed these processes of dispossession, as historically the campesinx 

population has been conceptualised as environmental predators (Ojeda 2012).  

 

I was afforded another perspective on the reserve by those who were charged with its 

care. I came to know them as they often drove by Milena’s and Margarita’s house. In 

conversations with me, they talked about the reserve’s social responsibility of involving 

the local community (this is also stated in their webpage). However, over time, it became 

evident the reserve managers did the bare minimum to support the local population, and 

often ended up creating additional pressures. For example, one of their projects involved 

asking local women to host tourists under the reserve’s conditions and standards. This 

was problematic as women said they tried to host tourists, but the expected standards 
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were hard to achieve. Margarita told me they required them to have a certain quality of 

plates and bed sheets that were too expensive. Importantly, these are ways in which 

tourism sells people as objects of consumption and undermines the cultural capital of the 

local communities (see Devine and Ojeda 2017). Tourism becomes highly commoditised, 

and with increasing demands for the hosts (Brandth and Haugen 2011, 2014). Moreover, 

it places the burden of tourism on women, creating expectations of performing traditional 

roles in the domestic sphere without proper remuneration, as this is expected and not 

considered ‘work’ (see Brandth and Haugen 2011). In the context of Minca, this type of 

tourism can become a form of symbolic and epistemic violence that ‘others’ local 

inhabitants and increases women’s workloads (Devine and Ojeda 2017).  

 

 

Figure 16: Women discuss the quality standards of the crafts they make to sell to the local natural 

reserve.  

 

The campesina women closest to the reserve were also involved in a crafts project making 

jewellery with local seeds to sell at the reserve’s shop. This was not an isolated case. 

Notably, the women of the Sierra often stated they were tired of the ‘proyecticos’ (little 

projects) that visitors and foreigners imposed on their communities. This statement 

further demonstrates that campesina women, who have had past experiences with the 

foreign ‘proyecticos’ are aware of the exploitative nature of these to their culture and 

wellbeing. I attended a meeting in Margarita’s house with the woman overseeing the 

project, as illustrated in Figure 16. At the meeting, it became evident that there were very 
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high quality standards required of the products. Women often had difficulty meeting these 

standards, particularly as they had limited training. As a result, many of the products were 

returned, and women were not paid for their work. Locally, women contested these 

quality requirements. As a means to meet cumbersome quality provisions, women with 

more advanced skills in craft sometimes initiated gatherings to assist with the meeting of 

standards, but these initiatives did little to challenge the broader inequalities in body-

territory relationships.  

 

Having had many conflicting experiences over time with the reserve, the women from 

one of the veredas were very reflexive about the forms of marginalisation via tourism. 

Like the women of the flower industry, they sought to utilise the tourism industry for their 

own gains and on their own terms. They did so by conceptualising tourism as an 

‘alternative way of work’, rather than the ‘only way possible’. Importantly, they were 

proposing their own ideas of tourism that aligned with their cosmovisions and experience. 

Rosa explains this eloquently in the group interview:  

 

Rosa: I always knew tourism and I know how it can be, but here we have an 

example, we see it as an alternative and not like we would live off tourism or 

that we are now. This is something that we have decided to put in our heads 

… Back then it was like the boom. And I said, “Well as long as people are 

still doing their home gardens and not building a huge infrastructure, to do 

the super room [for tourists]” … Because the idea for example, of a foreigner 

or a person that has lived all their lives in the city is that they want to see a 

campesinx. Do you know what I mean? Like how a garden is built, how a 

house of mud is made… All of that! … The idea is that the tourism does not 

become a vice, but simply an alternative of work. So people continue here 

normally, working in their farms, and in their plots of land, planting the 

berries, the plantain, the cassava … There was a time when we started to 

accommodate people in a normal room the same way we lived and if it was 

not good enough for them. Well, they could leave to a hotel! You need to 

know you are going to a campesino house. You are going to a place where 

you will cook or see someone cooking in the charcoal and wood stove. And 

you will see how an arepa from scratch is made …  

 

Rosa’s quotation brings to light the often ignored localised forces that shape global 

processes such as global tourism mobilities. Although tourism was mainly seen as 

problematic for the region, when the local population had complete autonomy they saw 

it differently. Moreover, by placing farming and traditional peasant cultural traditions at 

the centre of their tourism activities, women contested colonial practices and discourses 

embedded in the new forms of tourism brought to the region (see Brandth and Haugen 
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2011). For example, Antonia had transformed her farmhouse into a hostel, while 

continuing to farm coffee on the land she owned:  

 

Antonia: So far I think it has been very good because a lot of people come. 

And at least you learn to communicate with people from other countries. And 

the good thing is that they leave money. The other thing is that you need to 

know who you are going to welcome in your hostel because I cannot welcome 

everybody because I get scared. I mean they are always recommended. They 

call me and they come recommended by someone. And I like that I have had 

a good run with the tourists.  

 

Antonia had the economic resources to promote her hostel and to choose the tourists she 

hosted. Therefore, she had agency by administering the hostel and receiving the 

remuneration herself, which, in turn, gave her more influence on the farm. 

 

It will be interesting to see how the paved road that was being built to connect this region 

to Minca’s town centre, when I was there, is going to affect the veredas. Once tourists 

have easy access to this land, and therefore the territories and bodies of local populations, 

it is likely that more dramatic negotiations and resistances will occur, as is happening in 

Minca’s town centre and nearby regions.  

 

Minca’s town centrre is easily accessible by bike, taxi or car from Santa Marta. It houses 

an increasing number of hostels that promote an experience of ‘connection to nature’, as 

well as infrastructure common to other Western hostels. Its most famous hostel, Casa 

Elemento, offers a giant hammock that overlooks the Sierra’s pristine landscape. It also 

has a menu that boasts a variety of Western food like veggie burgers. In Minca, the impact 

of tourism was palpable. Tourists arrived daily in the town’s main street. In one of the 

town’s hostels, I met a European man who, after a week of being in Minca, had decided 

to buy land. This was a common occurrence, as foreigners owned most of the famous 

hostels.  

 

In Minca, these modes of (neo)colonialism intersected with other forms of violence as a 

result of the presence of armed groups, who controlled the flux of cocaine in the region 

and the transport. Once heading to Minca from the remote veredas in a construction truck, 

we were stopped and told that this was the last day trucks would be allowed through until 

the construction company paid the ‘vacuna’. This is a bribe for armed actors, and required 

of anyone seeking to have control of the territory for building roads, owning businesses 
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or facilitating transit. Devine and Ojeda (2017) explain that in Colombia, tourism 

functions by rendering invisible local experiences of violence. After spending some time 

in Minca, I came to realise that the territory was still controlled by illegal actors. These 

people decided who was entitled to offer the famous mototaxi43 service, transit the roads, 

and, in some cases, sell cocaine to tourists. As a result of this situation, young men from 

all over the region see the value in becoming mototaxistas instead of pursuing further 

education. Local women explained this complex situation to me:  

 

Jimena: You know what has also changed? The mentality of the youngsters. 

Firstly, because they have lost themselves in drug addiction. 

Unfortunately, they want easy money and people are like that … And 

really, it is all about saving money. But the youngsters do not want to 

get out of the mototaxi because they handle money every day. And 

then there are young women who earn a living easily as well. They do 

not want to work.  

Viviana: They do not have to make an effort, or sweat for it …  

Jimena: And that has also changed the mentality of everyone here. Like in the 

issue of selling land, they offer you 10 million pesos (USD$3,300) 

and they think you are the millionaire of the world. And then people 

go and sell their land that is worth much more than that. So that has 

happened, that the mentality has changed here.  

Liliana: Yes, that’s right.  

 

Concerns about how (neo)colonial/neoliberal tourism was affecting and will affect the 

younger generations were echoed by all women in the urban and rural region of Minca. 

As Bianca said: ‘Before the youngsters were very healthy and now there are drugs 

because the tourism comes and damages the community’. As the narratives demonstrate, 

this type of tourism colonises space. They also reveal how the practices of 

(neo)colonialism are lived in the everyday, and how they are contested by the local 

population (Devine and Ojeda 2017).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter draws on Woods’ (2007) argument that the countryside is a contested and 

relational space. I have shown that in the global countryside, local and global forces are 

relational, conflicting and acted upon in the everyday in different localities (Woods 2007). 

Further to this, I have deconstructed Woods’ (2007) construction of the global rural, and 

demonstrated that de(s)colonialism has the potential to create much needed dialogues 

                                                 
43 A taxi service in motorbikes offered by the locals in Minca.  
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between knowledge of the Global North and the Global South. In the first section, I 

explored how peasant livelihoods, informal peasant work like the jornal, and localities 

sustain new-export economies. In doing this I demonstrated that these economies are not 

inherently empowering or disempowering. Rather, campesina women resist and negotiate 

the marginalisations brought by patriarchy and new forms of colonialism (including 

neoliberal practices) through informal peasant economies, friendships, and familial and 

community networks in the everyday.  

 

In the second section of this chapter, I engaged Woods’ (2007) argument that the global 

countryside is a landscape marked by globalisation. The data revealed that experiences 

of climate change are highly gendered. By exploring women’s narratives, I have come to 

understand that both colonial/neoliberal and patriarchal practices have inscribed the land 

of the countryside in both fieldwork sites. Finally, in taking a territorial and embodied 

place-based approach to the land, in the third section I have illustrated how women’s 

territories bodies-lands have been historically subject to different forms of violence and 

dispossession. These continue today in other forms in Colombia’s post-peace accord 

period (i.e. armed conflict and exploitative tourism practices). 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that it is imperative to move on from the victim narrative 

around campesina women (see Spivak 1988; Segato 2010; Rodriguez Castro, Pini and 

Baker 2016). Campesina women are creating resistances in place that are addressing the 

everyday subsistence of their family and communities, while also proposing progressive 

ideas that contest hegemonic logics of progress and gender equality. They are doing this 

in relation to patriarchy, work, climate change, territory and violence, which are themes 

that permeate the lives of rural women in the Global South. These local resistances are 

deeply related to the political agendas of the organised social movements of rural women 

in the country that I will explore in Chapter Eight.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  

Stories, Processes and Trajectories of Place 

 

What is special about place is not some romance of a pre-given collective 

identity or of the eternity of the hills. Rather, what is special about place is 

precisely that throwntogetherness, the unavoidable challenge of negotiating a 

here-and-now (itself drawing on a history and a geography of thens and 

there); and a negotiation which must take place within and between human 

and nonhuman (Massey 2005: 140).  

 

Places are woven together as ongoing stories and processes that constantly change 

(Massey 2005). Therefore, places do not have a simple coherence; places are not 

inherently empowering or disempowering. Linear conceptualisations of place have often 

understood place as static, which has impacted human and non-human actors in 

conflicting ways. For instance, rural places and their inhabitants have frequently been 

perceived as unchanging in the context of colonial and neoliberal discourses of progress 

(see Cumes 2014). This is despite the constant change of rural places as explained in 

Chapter Six. Hegemonic feminisms, within a neoliberal context, have conceptualised 

certain places as empowering or disempowering for women, without taking into account 

the diverse and conflicting processes and stories that make up specific places such as the 

home or the kitchen.   

 

Through outlining the vexed nature of different places where campesina women spend 

their everyday lives and illustrating their interrelational connection to space, this chapter 

contributes to place-based and politically engaged understandings of women’s 

experiences, resistances and negotiations. Massey (2005) argues that places, entities and 

identities form relationships, and that these should be the focus of politics. Thus, the 

stories in this chapter also respond to the political need to bring to the forefront campesina 

women’s contribution to peasant resistances, given their historical marginalisation. Rural 

women have made a significant contribution to the resistance and livelihoods of their 

communities (Canabal Cristiani 1994; Bengoa 2003; Espino et al. 2012). Through the 

stories of here and now I encountered in the field, this chapter focuses on two places 

where campesina women spend most of their day. That is the home and the vereda. In 

these places, campesina women contest and negotiate the changing context of the 

countryside.  
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In the first section, I narrate the stories that make the home a place of resistance and 

negotiation (including the kitchen and the home garden). In doing so, I de(s)colonise the 

disempowering narratives related to the home that hegemonic feminisms have 

promulgated in order to ‘save poor women’ through ideas of neoliberal progress (see 

Christie 2006; Wardrop 2006; Robson 2006). Following this, I move on to examine a 

larger place that is central to the women’s lives – the vereda. By telling two stories, based 

on two of the veredas where fieldwork was conducted, I unveil the political possibilities 

of exploring the processes and relationships of place. In the final section of the chapter, I 

draw the connections between place and space by engaging with women’s 

conceptualisations of the countryside as heterogeneous, relational and changing (see 

Massey 2005). As I trace the trajectory of the countryside in the context of Colombia, the 

chapter moves from the countryside to the city where young people are seeking a better 

future, despite the difficulties and marginalisations this space presents due to the 

persistence of colonial practices.  

 

7.1 The Home  

 

The well-established argument that rural women’s workload is marked by a triple shift in 

which women do the domestic work, the farm work and the reproductive work of bearing 

and raising children has been further evidenced by data presented in this thesis (see Suárez 

2005; Rodriguez Castro 2013). Most of rural women’s work remains unremunerated, with 

only the farm work producing a small wage. Women transit the place of the home, the 

garden, the farm and the vereda throughout their days, but it is often in the home where 

non-remunerated labour is performed. In this context, the home is a place inscribed by 

patriarchal structures that disempower women. However, no place is inherently 

disempowering. In this section, I detail how women’s experiences of home reveal the 

vexed nature of the domestic place. In recounting the women’s stories, I present a nuanced 

account of home, taking into consideration that the family is the essential unit of peasant 

social, cultural and economic production (Hocsman 2013). 

 

Revealing the conflicting relationships that define the home, I further a project of central 

concern to this thesis: that is, de(s)colonising conceptualisations of women’s 

empowerment. Western feminisms have often claimed that women’s liberation requires 

reprieve or severance from the home. Such a claim ignores the realities and 

understandings of women who see the home, the kitchen and the garden as sites of 
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sovereign food production and the defense of life (Caro 2011). For example, in a remote 

vereda in the Sierra where the photographic exhibition was taken, Carla explains:  

 

Carla: They [women in the photos] are beautiful! The way they are there, 

knitting, planting, and cooking. I love it, because I am one of those. Yes, 

because I am not a woman who studied to go and open an enterprise, but my 

enterprise is my kitchen.  

 

Carla’s narrative shows how the home is considered by some rural women as a place of 

agency and empowerment. Still, the hegemonic discourse of women’s liberation silences 

the diverse political propositions emerging from rural places and spaces. This is a 

contention articulated by Lorena Cabnal, who writes:  

 

Among other things, the step we need to take is to name our own liberated 

languages and cosmovisions and the categories and concepts that we are 

constructing for the analysis of our historical realities of oppression, but also 

of liberation as native indigenous, campesinas, rural or of territories (cited in 

Gargallo Celentani 2014: 44-45). 

 

Notably, the here and now experiences of participants in the rural territories where this 

project was conducted revealed that campesina women understand their liberation within 

a larger struggle with their partners and communities. This relates to what women in 

Indigenous movements in Mexico have called ‘caminar parejo’ as explained in the 

introduction of this thesis (Marcos 2005: 90). Women’s insistence on walking/working 

in parity with their partners towards equality is embedded in women’s cosmovisions and 

marginalisations that are place-based (Marcos 2005). As Andrea explains what this means 

for her:  

 

Laura: So do you believe living with a partner is important in the countryside?  

Andrea: Well yes it easier because you … Like, I mean, as a woman you also 

help the man with several things, the wood. And, well, they also help us 

because the monte44 is hard for us and to go and get a piece of wood fire, 

while they go and get it and cut it and all of that. They do that.  

 

Notably, parity discourses, are also embedded in reflexivity around patriarchy. Esperanza 

in Toca was highly reflexive about the patriarchal system that affects campesina women. 

The oppressions, which mark her life, are not just related to patriarchy, but also 

                                                 
44 This word refers to the ‘bush’ or the countryside landscape where the rural population spends their 

everyday working in the crops, picking wood, opening paths, etc.  
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neoliberalism and colonialism. In conversation with Gloria during one of the focus 

groups, Esperanza explains that the campesinx population faces multiple oppressions:  

 

Esperanza: And it is what I was saying before, we work and work and we get 

so little, like a cent. It is not worth it. In this moment, being a campesina 

woman is one of the most ungrateful things in life. And so is the labourer, 

you know what? The ones that are earning are the intermediaries …  

Gloria: They are the ones keeping the profit.  

 

Esperanza exposes the fact that the marginalisation of campesinas needs to be viewed 

within a larger system of exploitation tied to colonial practices that have distanced 

production from consumption, and affected small farmers (see Woods 2007). Esperanza’s 

claim also speaks to the descolonial argument that patriarchy is tied to colonial practices, 

including neoliberalism (Gargallo Celentani 2014).  

 

In both fieldwork sites, women’s negotiations with their partners around more equitable 

workloads were influenced by the forces of climate change and neoliberal restructuring. 

Therefore, the campesina women are having a double struggle, contesting patriarchy 

within their communities, while also responding to the issues brought by colonial 

practices that affect their communities (including hegemonic feminisms). Thus, places 

like the home do not inherently disempower women; rather, disempowerement occurs at 

the intersections between the structures of patriarchy, colonialism and neoliberalism.  

 

 
 

Figure 17: Maria makes breakfast in the wood and charcoal stove (right). Maria grinds corn for the arepas 

(left).  
 

Maria is a single mother who lives with her daughter in the Sierra on her family’s farm. 

As illustrated in Figure 17, she often cooks in the charcoal and wood stove. When the gas 

has run out or there is a big family lunch. Some mornings, she wakes up early to grind 
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the corn and to make homemade arepas from scratch. Maria takes pride in her cooking. 

Her brothers and sisters, who visit often, praise her cooking skills.  

 

Laura: Who taught you how to cook?  

Maria: My father. He would go with us to the kitchen and I remember that he 

would come in when I had to cook. He made chilli and I would make cuchuco 

[traditional soup]. And he liked making food that was with condiments. My 

mother liked it more plain … 

 

Maria is part of the Martinez family, who colonised the land of the Sierra in the 1950s, 

and have since spread throughout the region. The Martinez sisters are member of a coffee 

famring family, who were displaced by Colombia’s armed conflict in the 1990s when the 

guerrilla killed their brother. During the group interview, the women in their family often 

talked proudly about the knowledge they had acquired in the home and on the farm where 

they grew up. Despite being displaced, they have carried these teachings with their bodies 

to their new urban locations. Descolonial feminisms have argued for the intimate 

relationship between territory body-land (Cabnal 2015). Beyond place the Martinez 

women still talk about the home as important to their sense of belonging to the 

countryside.  

 

The home is also an essential place in which women pass on their knowledge through 

generations to sustain the household. For example, Pilar explains how she became 

interested in knitting:  

 

Pilar: Well, since I was seven years old I would see my mother knitting so it 

grabbed my attention. I was the same age that my daughter is now. Then, 

there are girls that see you knitting and it grabs their attention and the ones 

who like it, learn easily … And since then I have been knitting. I am slow 

making things because I do not have the access to the Internet, where you see 

many beautiful things to do … So I do is whatever comes to my mind. I like 

doing things for my daughter …  

Laura: Do you live out of that now?  

Pilar: Well partly I do, when I can. Thank God I sell what I do and they ask 

me to do more and that is my income.  

 

The passing of knowledge through knitting has provided Pilar with a skill to sustain her 

family after losing her husband. Knitting has also promoted the formation of a community 

of women in the vereda who often get together to knit and to exchange skills.  
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Another positive discourse around the home was related to land ownership. Having a 

home provides a sense of safety and belonging. Women who have been affected by forced 

displacement value deeply having security in place. As Andrea explains: 

 

Laura: And how does it feel to have your own house?  

Andrea: Uhh it feels good, obviously, you feel like … when you have your 

own house you have to be there. I mean we moved so much with the kids, 

here and there, flying from one mountaintop to the other. The things we had 

got damaged … So when you are in your own house, well you know that you 

are there, that you do not need to move your things and you can have stuff … 

If you were moving all the time you have to take it with you or sell it …  

 

Furthermore, the home garden, the stove and the kitchen are essential sites for the 

subsistence and wellbeing of women, families, and communities, Rural women in the 

developing world are the main agents of food security (Espino et al. 2012). The home, 

and specifically women’s home gardens, is where food sovereignty struggles start. 

Women transit the home and the garden constantly in their everyday:  

 

Margarita: Like sometimes I am in the kitchen and I get out and I go to the 

garden, to look after the plants, to plant something or to walk around. 

Sometimes I do not want to do anything in the kitchen so I go all the way 

there.  

 

Besides providing an alternative to kitchen work, the garden is also important to feed the 

family daily, as Eduarda from the Sierra explains:  

 

Eduarda: I really like planting my own garden. To be able to use it for 

cooking. I had a garden. On my farm, we planted tomato and we always had 

them for cooking, for seasoning …  

 

In terms of wellbeing, the kitchen and the stove provide a place of familiarity for 

gatherings of family and friends. Cristina, from Toca, explained this based on Figure 18: 
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Figure 18: Cristina cooks breakfast while her children wait.  

 

Cristina: I like the kitchen because at the dinnertime is when we get together, 

and you are like “What happened? What did you do today? What did you eat 

for lunch? What did you get in the school restaurant?” This and that. “How 

was your day, Cristina?” [referring to her husband]. And it is mainly at 

dinnertime that we have some time, because we don’t have much time at the 

moment. So, the dinnertime is when we tell each other everything that 

happened during the day … 

 

This feeling of familial intimacy and connection embedded in the kitchen and the stove 

was also echoed in Minca:  

 

Jimena: What you do first thing in the morning is turn on the charcoal stove 

is the tintico, the breakfast … So at three in the morning the stove is 

on. And you are in the kitchen.  

Paola: It is the first thing you do in the morning. Take that tinto for this cold.  

Viviana: Yes, there is nothing you can do without the stove. Nothing.  

 

These stories of home demonstrate how women conceptualise it as a site of belonging, 

subsistence and wellbeing.  

 

While recognising these positive notions of home, I am cognisant of not romanticising 

the domestic realm, and of negating the fact that it is also the home where violence against 

women and machismo are perpetrated. This complex relationship women have with the 



 157 

home came to the fore as participants described the way in which shifts in gender relations 

could be mapped on to the domestic space. The home is not just a site in which women 

passively practise traditional femininity, but where gender norms are negotiated and 

challenged. Despite often being conceptualised as victims of patriarchy, women 

participants revealed that they were active agents in negotiating with masculine 

dominance, and that the home was a key site of this resistance. Rosa and Delfina in the 

Sierra demonstrate this agency:  

 

Laura: What is the biggest achievement of campesina women? 

Rosa: The independence! Look at the history. The woman was always in the 

kitchen and she would feed the labourers and help out. But now it is 

not like that. Now the woman is in the kitchen, but also goes to a 

meeting, gives her opinion, joins an association, goes out and speaks 

out for the community somewhere else. You even have the right to 

say, “Look, I am going out today and if you can stay, stay and take 

care of this because I have a meeting”. It is not like before that the 

man would go out and he even took the woman to the meeting. Do 

you know what I mean? Not anymore. 

Delfina: And the man gets used to it, the husband … At the beginning, I used 

to ask my husband permission to go anywhere and not anymore. Now 

I go over there to the neighbours and I do not even tell him.  

 

Women in Toca were equally reflexive about the machismo in their lives:  

 

Laura: And why do you think that domestic work is still solely women’s 

responsibilities?  

Isabel: For the machismo that is present, I mean there’s so much machismo 

…You feel it more here [referring to the countryside].  

 

Notably, the stories around the home revealed that some of the campesinx population is 

cognisant of women’s potential subjugation in place. Across the fieldwork, there were 

numerous stories and discourses that demonstrated that the home is now often a site of 

place-based negotiations of gender equality. This was evident in the short interviews 

conducted with members of the communities during the photographic exhibition, like 

Lucia’s husband, Javier, in Minca. He explained that he understands the progressive 

change of traditional gender roles in the home:  

 

Javier: I believe we are in a time where the campesina woman has taken the 

reins. They have always been really strong, but at some point, they were really 

subsumed to the machismo that reigns in Colombia. But now they are much 

more conscious that they can be in equal conditions. They are very 

hardworking. And I think that an exhibition like this, aims for that, to 
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highlight and visualise that work that is so important. They work in their 

house, but a lot of them also work in the fields and in the farm, as the 

campesinx men do.  

 

During the participant observation period, I witnessed the sharing of some traditionally 

female labour such as caring for the children, cooking and cleaning in Javier’s and Lucia’s 

household.  

 

A similar story of shifting gender relations was conveyed by participants at the Toca 

exhibition. A female community leader, who was selling baked products in the peasant 

market where the exhibition was located, explained how she believed women’s work 

could be alleviated:  

 

Carmenza: As women we have the opportunity to be leaders. We do not have 

to spend all of our lives being the wife and the homemaker. We also have that 

right to be someone else in life and to exploit our knowledge. As leaders and 

women we need to strive further … I am a merchant. I used to be baker and I 

learned to do many things like cakes and empanadas … and we are selling 

those today in the park [referring to the town’s main square].  

Laura: And how do you think we can alleviate women’s workloads?  

Carmenza: To include the men. To make a meeting with the men, so they 

value their wives, their sisters and their mothers in the house. I would like it 

to be an association of women getting together from the countryside, from the 

town centre and from the veredas.  

 

Carmenza’s view of involving men in changing gender relations was furthered by 

younger men like Mateo in Toca, who commented on the photographs of campesina 

women hard at labour, saying:  

 

Mateo: It is tough.  

Laura: And how do you think we can alleviate that?  

Mateo: Help them as men in the house.  

 

In summary, the home (including the garden, the stove and the kitchen) is a place where 

campesina women experience conflicting relationships of marginalisation, negotiation 

and agency. The home continues to be a troubled place in rural Colombia, but it is not 

inhabited by passive subjects or victims. Rather, it is a site of resistance, negotiation, 

belonging and knowledge, where rural women are proposing and enacting progressive 

ideas from their own cosmovisions that not only contest patriarchy, but also speak to a 

larger struggle of contesting a colonial logic that affects their territories bodies-land in 

the everyday.  
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7.2 The Vereda  

 

Historically, the community and the family have been essential social units of peasant 

life. This is evidenced by organised struggles such as the demand for communal rights in 

agrarian reforms in Latin America last century (Teubal and Ortega Breña 2009), and the 

communal paradigm that underpins the Buen Vivir in Ecuador (Huanacuni Mamani 

2010). During fieldwork, I also became acutely aware of the importance of community 

spaces in the lives of campesina women. Beyond the home, campesinas mobilise daily in 

their neighbours’ homes to exchange produce, to work the jornal, to buy from the local 

store, to attend the local school and community meetings, or to have a tinto and to 

socialise with friends nearby. This mobility contests the discourse of ‘private female 

sphere and a male-public sphere’ that ignores the unity of experience of women’s 

everyday lives and their contributions to their communities (Stephen 1997: 7-8).  

 

In the Colombian countryside, rural communities are geographically divided into 

veredas. The veredas are a geographical space where peasants live and wherein certain 

collective projects are developed. The vereda is a social entity that has power in the 

communal unions that negotiate with the state. Therefore, peasants are independent 

citizens who perform productive activities within the family, who belong to a rural 

community (vereda), and who identify with a broader context that includes the town, the 

city and the country (Forero Álvarez et al. 2010). In the vereda, human and non-human 

actors construct place through social, cultural and economic relationships.  

 

In this section, I focus on the multiplicities that create the vereda. My particular focus is 

on the informal social processes that are indicative of women’s resistances against the 

marginalisations brought by colonial and neoliberal practices (see El Khoury 2015). I will 

narrate two stories that influenced my understanding of women’s place-based resistance 

and agency in veredas in Toca and in Minca. It is important to note here that these are not 

isolated cases of resistance. Rather, in each vereda that I visited, and in the Colombian 

countryside in general, I witnessed numerous instances of social local and community 

resistance and organising among the rural population (see, for example, Courtheyn 2017).  
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Figure 19: Compro Agro workers peel onions for the weekly order.  

 

The first of the veredas45 is located within a 15-minute bike ride from Toca’s town centre. 

It is part of the Municipality of Toca, which is made up of seven veredas. During the 

recruitment period, I was referred to Ana through a mutual contact. After a brief call with 

Ana, we met in town after she had finished teaching at the local school one afternoon. As 

I chatted to her about the project, Ana offered to take me to her vereda the following day 

to show me the microenterprise she had established a year earlier. Ana, community 

members and I subsequently met several times over the next three months, forging a 

relationship that reflected the feeling-thinking of this research.  

 

Figure 19 is a photo taken on my second visit to Ana’s microenterprise, Compro Agro. 

The enterprise processes onions that are sold in a major supermarket in Colombia every 

week. Employees peel and measure the onions to meet the quality standards of large 

supermarket chains. Ana’s work is to source the onions locally for the weekly orders. Her 

teenage son and daughter have created a web platform to source potential buyers and 

sellers. In an interview, Ana explained that the aim of Compro Agro is to eliminate 

intermediaries, who often keep most of the profit and take advantage of small producers. 

How this microenterprise originated is a clear example of how communal networks within 

                                                 
45 The names of the veredas are anonymous for ethical purposes.  
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the vereda organise. These organised efforts often start from the family unit, as Ana 

explained when I inquired as to the history of Compro Agro: 

 

Ana: It was born when the Ministry of Technology and Education came to 

my children’s school. The Ministry told them [students] to sign up to a contest 

they were doing with any idea they had, no matter how crazy it was. So they 

[son and daughter] called me and that is when we talked about the idea that it 

would be cool if we could get rid of intermediaries [when selling the produce]. 

So we needed to create a web platform to do it … We won the contest over 

several rounds and in the last round we presented the project to the Minister. 

And he really liked the idea, and everyone did. Especially because we are 

from the countryside, and my children are minors, and that grabbed their 

attention – young people that were not worried about music or hair dos, but 

that were interested in supporting the countryside.  

Laura: So tell me about this idea of eliminating intermediaries?  

Ana: Well, for example, we [producers] used to take the onions to Corabastos 

[Bogotá’s largest food market/intermediary], and from Corabastos the 

produce was bought by a wholesaler and then sold to the supermarket chain, 

who then sold it to the housewives. So to sustain themselves, they 

[intermediaries] need a piece of the cake, so imagine how much money is 

taken along the way …  

 

Unfortunately, when I met Ana in January, government funding for the business had 

ceased and Compro Agro was being sustained from her work as a teacher and previous 

profits. The project’s economic support was withdrawn when a new Minister was elected. 

Still, Ana continued with the enterprise and had several ideas for expansion.  

 

Ana: It will be ideal to have a supermarket in Bogotá called Compro Agro, so 

the housewives can come and buy directly. Imagine that! Right now we are 

only working with one major supermarket chain, but many more people have 

called us. But with this terrible verano [drought] there is not enough produce 

to sell, so we cannot commit without knowing if we can perform …  

 

Despite the difficulties faced due to lack of government support and climate change (see 

Chapter Six), Compro Agro continued to deliver weekly orders and Ana kept sourcing 

the onions in town.  

 

It became evident that the workers in the vereda were relying on this business for 

subsistence given the tough conditions of the countryside. Compro Agro pays the workers 

daily by weight, a similar wage to the jornal. More importantly, Ana mostly employs 

women from the vereda, who have been her extended family and/or neighbours for 

generations.  
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Laura: How did you find the women that work nowadays in Compro Agro?  

Ana: Well, they are the neighbours! The lifelong neighbours!  … Since we 

knew them, we started telling them, well “We are going to create this 

[Compro Agro]! Are you keen?”… Only two women came one day and did 

not like it, but the rest did. And, as any other job, during the first day we were 

not that efficient, but with experience, the performance improved and now 

their wages are better.  

 

Ana explained that having raised her children as a single mother, she was aware of the 

difficulties that women face in the countryside, and she wanted to help out. When I 

commented on the number of women working in Compro Agro, she said:  

 

Ana: When my children were born I experienced very tough times, so for me 

this is like social responsibility. I want women to be the ones managing their 

own money and having at least something, because the situation in the 

countryside is very difficult …  

Laura: So have things improved in the business?  

Ana: Well, right now the situation is complicated. As I told you, we cannot 

find onions … but the situation for the women has improved greatly because 

they have some money now … Like, for example, now that the children 

started school they had the money to buy their school supplies and their 

things. And so they feel good.  

 

The feelings of wellbeing, economic independence and belonging generated by this 

project were widespread. One of the focus groups I conducted was mainly comprised of 

women employed by Compro Agro. I had become friendly with the women in the vereda 

over the period of participant observation. Sofia, who was initially working in Compro 

Agro when I was there, had to leave as she was offered a better job opportunity with a 

more stable income and a formal contract at the local school. At the same time, she 

expressed sorrow at leaving the vereda, as beyond economic gains, it was a place where 

women had a chance to share with each other:  

 

Sofia: That is what I mean about “the onions” [Compro Agro]. The ladies 

there have a great time … really! When I was there it was a beautiful 

environment because I recochaba.46  

Nataly: It is a beautiful environment because we share … and it is a change 

from the house routine.  

Juliana: Like sometimes we do not have the right to share and recochar, and 

there [Compro Agro] – you talk. Laugh. I mean, you share.  

 

These comments were reinforced among the other women in Compro Agro:  

                                                 
46 A common way to say ‘play around’ in Colombian slang.  
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Sofia: I mean, when you work there is not enough time … 

Estrella: The days seem short.  

 

Juliana: The day goes by and you do not even feel it. 

Constanza: I am at the house Monday, Tuesday, Saturday and Sunday. The 

other days I work in Compro Agro. At home I am alone, alone! My 

husband goes to work and I stay at home, doing the house chores. So 

who do I argue with? With Pirulo, the dog!  

(Laughs) 

Laura: Yeah, who can you gossip with? With the dog, because who else! 

Constanza: Or I have to get on the phone and send messages and 

Whatsappiar.47  

(Laughs) 

 

These narratives bring to life the everyday stories that co-create places like the vereda. 

The social, cultural and economic capital that Ana’s project has brought to many women 

of her vereda is invaluable. Despite the socioeconomic challenges, and the difficult 

relationships with non-human actors like the drought, rural women continue to resist in 

place while looking after each other’s wellbeing.  

 

 

Figure 20: Women rest after working the jornal collecting potatoes at their vereda in Toca.  

 

                                                 
47 To chat in Whatsapp.  
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Compro Agro was only one example on how this vereda facilitated community. On 

another day, the women of Compro Agro invited me to a potato gathering at Constanza’s 

farm. Constanza and Juliana, who are the wives of the two men who invested in the crop 

that was being harvested, were cooking lunch for the labourers, while the other women 

and men from the vereda were collecting potatoes (as illustrated in Figure 20). This 

gendered division of labour is typical within campesinx families. However, given the dire 

financial situation, some women are also working the jornal (as explained in Chapter 

Six).  

 

At the end of the day, when they had collected all of the potatoes and loaded the truck, 

everyone came by the crop and collected the leftover produce for household consumption. 

On that day, the group working also ordered a case of beer from town. The truck arrived 

with beers which we shared while some of the men loaded the truck. Thus, despite the 

difficult economic situation of the countryside, the vereda is a place of economic and 

cultural resistance for communities. Informality is an essential part of this resistance:  

 

Sofia: I mean what happens here [the countryside] is that we cannot buy good 

shoes. We have to buy ones for 20,000 pesos (USD$6), but, for example, I 

mean … What we say here is that at least we have milk, meat, eggs, cheese, 

potato … We have the possibility of going to the neighbours and say, “Can I 

borrow some potatoes and so on?”. 

Estrella: Or maybe that the neighbour had some harvest, and there are 

potatoes for us, so you go and get some.  
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Figure 21: Women in the vereda sell their crafts, coffee and produce at the town’s peasant market.  

 

In Minca, the vereda was also an essential unit for peasant resistance and women’s 

organising. Rosa, Milena and Margarita, who I introduced early in the thesis, are part of 

the group of women who live in a vereda of the Sierra. This particular vereda is 

characterised by the proximity of the houses as they are within a five to ten-minute walk 

from each other. In the other neighbouring veredas where fieldwork was also conducted, 

houses were up to an hour’s walk away from each other. This geographical proximity 

creates a sense of spatial familiarity that facilitated the organisation of the group of 

women in Figure 21. They often get together to do crafts, have tintos and snacks, and 

share care work. In Figure 21, the women posed for a photo during the peasant market 

where the photographic exhibition took place. They were selling the coffee, the crafts and 

the produce that they had made in the past months.  

 

Rosa is the group’s leader. Her parents had lived in the region for decades, and she moved 

to this particular vereda when she was a teenager. She said it was when she came back to 

the Sierra that she discovered she had the qualities of a community leader.  

 

Rosa: Well the strange thing is that I come from the city … I came back to 

the countryside when I was 16 or 17 and I started as a teacher here. 

The school principal saw me working with the children and I do not 

know, she discovered me! I mean like that side of being a leader and 
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she told me: “Look Rosa, let’s start working like this with the 

children”. Then, she introduced me to the community and I started 

working with the community action board and I liked it … I like to 

talk, give my opinion. I do not like to remain silent with the things 

that matter! Yes, I like pushing people and telling them: “Let’s not get 

stuck, we are here, this is beautiful”! 

Laura: And did you get to this vereda or to another one?  

Rosa: I arrived to this one. I am one of the first ones in this vereda, with Doña 

Milena here, right? We are like the founders. 

Laura: And how long ago was that?  

Milena: It has been 28 years since I have been here, in this little spot, and the 

Miss here (points at Rosa), when she got here, she was like 15 years 

old. I mean she was arriving and my son was starting his high school.  

 

The sense of belonging to this particular vereda, wrought by the historical importance of 

being the ‘first ones there’, 48  united Milena and Rosa. Additionally, the particular 

situations of each of the women in this group brought them closer together. Women from 

this vereda constantly drew from their community during tough emotional times brought 

by the armed conflict or difficult weather. For example, Delfina became a mother figure 

to Jacqueline when she migrated to the Sierra after being displaced by violence.  

 

Jacqueline: My mother died when she was 36 years old.  

Margarita: The second mother has been her (Points to Delfina).  

Delfina: They arrived to my house, all of them. And, well, I supported them 

for some time and then they left and all of that, but I never neglected 

them. They left but I was always looking after them.  

Jacqueline: We came from the Cesar [a region of Colombia] because there 

was violence. From the paracos and the guerrilla, they killed my 

cousin. In the town where I used to live the campesinxs will come 

down every weekend to buy groceries. And then the paracos would 

come in and they would kill and all of that. So we decided to come 

here … We were here for four months in Santa Marta until my mother 

died, and then we came here.  

Delfina: It was very tough for them, because they were very little and I felt 

pity. And I told my husband that we had to support them, because 

imagine! The children were little, like the oldest one was nine years 

old, or eight. 

 

While Delfina and Jacqueline created a strong relationship borne out of the horrors of the 

armed conflict, Pilar, Rosa and Milena were bounded by a similar familial structure in 

which their partners were not present. Rosa’s husband worked away in Colombia’s Lost 

                                                 
48 This is contested as Indigenous people from the region had been living there for centuries prior to 

colonisation.  
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City Trek.49 He returned home once a month depending on the season. Pilar had lost her 

first husband in an accident and her current partner lived away in another region of 

Colombia. Milena, as explained in the previous chapter, lost her husband in the armed 

conflict. Women in this vereda had drawn from their community and gendered networks 

to respond to these new family structures. As heads of households, Colombian women 

are much more likely to experience poverty (see Deere and León 1998), but it is their 

agency in place and in the everyday that is essential to their subsistence and wellbeing. 

This was evident in the focus groups when women reflected on how the geographical 

proximity in the vereda has helped them confront the unease that comes with extreme 

weather conditions like strong winds and rain.  

 

Rosa: When there is a storm at night and I start thinking, “God, if something 

happens and I am here by myself with my children”! It is not like when you 

have a partner that you tell him, “Okay, go and have a look what is going on, 

if the water is inside of the house”. So if you have leaks he can go and fix 

that. But no! I have had to go with my daughter at two in the morning … 

Milena: I am the opposite in the house. I mean I am not scared, well fear as 

such, not really!  

 

As we talked, Milena and Margarita recounted some more incidents related to rough 

weather in the vereda.  

 

Margarita: When we first arrived here, there was a season of strong winds 

that ripped off roofs. It left us with half a corridor. 

Milena: For me it was the room’s roof.  

Margarita: And yes, in Milena’s house it was a bunch of zinc tiles, and she 

was by herself with the children. 

Milena: Like a year ago it also started. A strong wind, but I did not even leave 

the room, and well it blew off two or three zinc tiles from the roof … 

Margarita: Yes, so I was very scared because I was used to my other house 

where the roof tiles were made of concrete. So that does not lift as much as 

the zinc. And so I was very nervous when that happened. And Milena has 

helped me get used to the fact that you need to be strong. So I got used to it 

and I am not scared anymore. Now when there is a breeze, I sleep or I sit 

down to pray sometimes and then it goes away.  

 

The fear that Margarita talks about has been mitigated by the strong friendships forged 

with the women in the vereda. 

 

                                                 
49 A tourist trek that is part of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta where Indigenous people live and 

consider it a sacred place.  
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On the other hand, the women head of households were very reflexive about patriarchal 

power and its implications for women. They encouraged married women members to be 

economically independent from their husbands.  

 

Rosa: I mean we are all independent because, look, Doña Delfina also does 

crafts and now she sells tamales.  

Delfina: And sometimes if people come and they ask me to make lunch, I 

make it.  

Margarita: And in my house as well. 

Rosa: Jacqueline also makes desserts and has her store, and Milena is the 

same.  

 

Married women, like Margarita, have had to negotiate with their husbands as they have 

acquired economic and social independence as a result of organising with other women 

of the vereda.  

 

Margarita: I am going to tell you something. When I came here 13 years ago, 

the women were already here and they had started to get organised … When 

I arrived it cheered me up. I came here to rest, because in the house over there 

I left everything, but I was tired of so much. First, when raising my children 

I locked myself in so much that I abandoned myself. I was left in a bad place 

so I wanted to go to another place … So I came here and I saw how my mind 

was clearer and I calmed down … I think my husband has not gotten used to 

here, because sometimes he tells me he wants to live somewhere else. And I 

have been here strong, telling him that I do not want to leave … And when I 

started in the group with them [women] a lot of things changed because it has 

helped me a lot. I have helped myself. In that sense, it is me who has learned 

to guide myself and help [economically] in the house more because I was not 

used to that. And then it was the fact that we did not have those customs of 

women working separately from what the husband works on. 

 

Gargallo Celentani (2014) notes the importance of the spontaneous organising of women. 

Margarita’s reflection brings to light how important this spontaneous and place-based 

organising can be for contesting patriarchy from within. As a result of their actions, the 

group of women in this vereda saw a future in place, where they could continue to grow 

individually and communally.  

 

In the same vereda, Pilar was constructing her own house further up the hill, as she had 

been living with her mother Delfina since her husband died.  

 

Laura: Pilar, you are you constructing your house nearby, do you see your 

future in the vereda?  
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Pilar: Yes, like they were saying, it is beautiful! Yes and for self-betterment 

and for the children. And sometimes you think like there is not enough level 

of education compared to the city, but then the weather and all of that, the 

environment and well I think it is better here …  

 

In summary, as Massey (2005: 140) argues in the introductory quotation at the beginning 

of this chapter, ‘what is special about place is not some romance of a pre-given collective 

identity or of the eternity of the hills’. Rather, it is the throwntogetherness of these 

veredas. It is about the geographies of the past and present that continue to create place. 

The stories of here and now narrated in this section demonstrate the multiplicity of 

negotiations that happen in place as it is constructed by the human and non-human.  

 

7.3 The Countryside  

 

As demonstrated in the previous sections, places are constructed through the multiplicity 

of relationships. I have narrated the stories of campesina women’s here and now to 

illustrate the conflicting relationships of women constructing places that are marked by 

violence, neoliberal restructuring, poverty and patriarchy. Massey (2005) argues that 

places and spaces are interrelational and interconnected, and therefore places like the 

home, the garden, and the vereda, constitute and are also constituted by spaces like the 

countryside. For instance, the gendered relationships that are place-based influence the 

way the countryside is constructed in discourse. As argued in the previous sections, urban 

and hegemonic perspectives often romanticise or undermine the changing nature of the 

countryside and the agency of its inhabitants. However, the experiences of place in the 

last sections of this thesis tell another story that is marked by agency, resistance, change 

and negotiation. In this section, I will explore the interrelationality of place and space as 

understood from participants’ conceptualisations and experiences of the countryside.  

 

The distinct cases of the Sierra and Toca bring to light the complexity of the Colombian 

countryside. On one hand, the countryside of the Sierra has a collective identity embedded 

in the historical migration of campesinxs colonos, the presence of coffee farmers and 

collective sense of pain and belonging generated by forms of violence. On the other hand, 

the countryside in Toca is inscribed by traditional peasant values and economies that have 

persisted through generations, but that are slowly taking new forms as a result of 

economic and environmental and social imperatives.  
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Spatial understandings of history, of thens-and-theres, relate deeply to how women 

conceptualised the space of the countryside in each of the fieldwork sites. In the Sierra, 

the history of campesinxs colonos from Santander was widespread. The colonos is a large 

population of the Colombian countryside that has been displaced by epochs of violence. 

This group have resettled and organised in new territories where they can develop similar 

agrarian practices, finding ecosystems that reflect those from where they have migrated. 

For example, the colonos from the Sierra come from Santander. The ecosystems in these 

two regions are conducive to coffee farming. Additionally, Molano Bravo (2016) explains 

that the Peasant Reserve Zones (Zonas de Reserva Campesina) in Colombia were 

established in the midst of the mobilisation of campesinxs colonos who planted coca in 

the Macarena in Colombia. In this way, the campesixs colonos inhabit and mobilise in 

territories throughout Colombia, reclaiming their rights and organising in communities 

and on land that are akin to their original homes.  

 

In the Sierra, most of the population, including the Martinez family, migrated from 

Santander and colonised the land of the Sierra during La Violencia period (1948–1958) 

(see Molano Bravo 1987). In a group interview, Andrea explains the history of her family 

in relation to this historical period with the women of a vereda in the Sierra:  

 

Andrea: My parents also tell me that … they were the first who entered over 

there (points to the mountain range in front of the farm). There were 

mountains like this and my father came alone and left my mother … And he 

was the one who entered with an uncle and they entered through those farms 

from that side of the Arenosa over there. And they constructed a house and 

then they started opening the paths and kept moving in. Then, he went and 

got my mother and that was it. He would sell his plots of land and the farms 

for 2,000 pesos (USD$0.33) … Then more people started entering from over 

there [Santander] and my father is also from Santander.  

 

Added to this history is the legacy of armed conflict in the region (see Chapter Six). Minca 

is a space constructed by experiences of violence, resistance and pain. Moreover, there is 

a special sense of belonging to the countryside of the Sierra due to its rich diversity and 

productivity. For example, while some of the members of the Martinez family felt a deep 

belonging to the land and continued to live there or visit often (Nieves and Maria), some 

of them had left with feelings of fear and pain and did not visit often (Daniela).  

 

In all group interviews in this fieldwork site, there was a distinctive discourse around the 

countryside, as a unique space, as the ‘Sierra’. As a consequence, participants who had 
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resided in the area long term articulated a strong sense of social and economic 

responsibility for the land. The local women believed that they were agents resisting 

during a time when foreigners were purchasing a significant amount of land. The women 

living near the town centre were experiencing the impact of this (neo)colonisation more 

significantly, and reflected on the phenomenon:  

 

Juana: People are careless. They sell what they own and go to another place, 

without knowing that what we have here is a treasure. To be honest, a 

lot of people want to have a place here. The people that have it do not 

realise that maybe later in life they are going to need it because the 

city is never going to offer what the countryside offers … 

Laura: What do you think is the role of local women among all of these 

changes?  

Jimena: I think we are an important piece because whoever comes with a 

project they are going to want to know about the knowledge we have 

of the Sierra, of the countryside, of what they want to propose or do. 

The knowledge is essential!  

 

Importantly, there was a shared belief that the women of the Sierra had something special. 

In the group interviews, I asked women to explain what they thought characterised 

woman from the Sierra.  

 

Milena: Berraca. Resistant to everything that comes her way (laughs). That 

is it for me. I am not sure for the rest.  

Margarita: To resist to whatever is coming and what is gone, what comes and 

goes. Resistance.  

 

Jimena: That is how the Minqueña [from Minca] women are. We work in 

whatever is available.  

 

In a later focus group with Andrea’s teenage daughters, it transpired that the belief that 

women of the Sierra are ‘berracas’ was an intergenerational notion. Although they did 

not fully dedicate their lives to the countryside or anticipate a future in the Sierra, these 

young women nevertheless reproduced discourses about campesina women shared by 

their older women relatives: 

 

Laura: How do you know you are a campesina woman?  

Yasuri: How do we know? We just know we are.  

Adriana: I mean we know more than the girls from the city. Like they do not 

know … I mean you learn more how to cook and work.  

Yasuri: Yes, to work.  

Andrea: Of course, like, for example, it is not hard for them to go in the monte, 

and like that right? Like the ones that live in the city they are scared 
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of going in the monte, they feel like … Right? While we are like more 

confident and maybe in terms of going in the monte and so on … And 

well because you are kind of used to walk like that around here. 

 

Therefore, these discourses of pain, pride, biodiversity, resistance and hard work had 

passed on through generations, constructing the Sierra as a space.  

 

The importance of industry and pride were strongly enunciated across both field sites. 

The construction of the countryside of Toca was also marked by severe climate change 

and the government abandonment of campesinx forms of farming and living. Despite this, 

the campesinx forms of living in Toca remained strong. Even the women who lived in 

town and worked in the flower industry chose as their favourite photo more traditional 

forms of farming that are indicative of campesinx values of family support, animal care 

and small plot farming, as illustrated in Figure 22.  

 

 

Figure 22: Diosa and her parents milk cows in their land.  

 

 

Diosa and Carolina refer to Figure 22:  

 

Diosa: This one because I like the countryside. I like that, because I am 

sharing with my parents, and because I bring the milk for my daughter.  
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Carolina: I liked this one because it is a classic photo of the dog that cannot 

be missing in the countryside, the two parents (Carolina points at the people 

and animal in the photo as she talks). I mean like the couple in the 

countryside, that is always husband and wife. I mean in the countryside you 

never see a woman alone, because working in the countryside alone is very 

hard. I mean in the city, yeah, but in the countryside it is very hard. So they 

keep the classic, the clothes, not old, because they are dressed modern, look 

the lady has flower rubber boots. I mean they have evolved. Look, the man 

has his classic hat. 

 

Carolina’s quotation captures the vexed way in which the countryside is experienced in 

Toca. On one hand, rural spaces are marked by campesinx historical values, customs and 

Catholic beliefs that have passed through generations, like milking, marriage and 

traditional gender roles within the family. On the other hand, they are also increasingly 

delineated by change, but this is often ignored in conceptualisations of the campesinx 

population.  

 

The discourse of the campesinx population as unchanging, has influenced the way the 

government and structures of power relate to regions like Boyacá, as Esperanza explains:  

 

Esperanza: The government lately has been very harsh on the people from the 

countryside. Look, for example, in this moment the cost of the agrarian 

supplies is terrible, the fertilisers, the government does not even notice. Like 

now, for example, how many people got loans in the agrarian banks to be able 

to plant?  … If people did not get loans, what would they live from? It 

wouldn’t exist, because that comes from the people of the countryside making 

the other people prosper … Look, for example, in the agrarian strike that we 

had, that everything was about to collapse. And what results did we see? 

Nothing, nothing! So where are we? Every day you do not want to know about 

the countryside, nothing … We invest too much money and are never able to 

get profit because of the slow process. The government is so blatant than 

when the price of food is increasing they bring food from another place so it 

drops.  

 

Esperanza references the agrarian strikes of 2013, which placed enormous demands on 

the campesinx population. Despite the government promises, which ended the 20 days of 

strike action, the population continues to be marginalised by the same structural factors 

outlined by Esperanza.  

 

Prevailing attitudes of regressive rural people and places, silence the voices of those who 

are demanding resources and infrastructure to compete with the changing landscape of 

farming and production. Ana, from Compro Agro, who continued to verbalise her views 
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despite a lack of government support, chronicled a long list of changes required to 

improve rural women’s lives: 

 

Ana: And maybe also if the countryside had more technology. Yeah, because 

it is different to have a machine to milk the cow … than having to do that 

every day manually. Another thing is that maybe I do not know if we had 

access to gas. We wouldn’t have to be fighting with the charcoal stove. So, 

yes, maybe more technology. So, maybe, yeah, the crops will be better and 

maybe we can get more income. And our life will obviously improve. We can 

fix the house. We can go on holidays …  

 

The lack of access to resources, technology and infrastructure was something that young 

women also demanded to improve the lives and wellbeing of people in the countryside. 

Sara, a university educated young woman who lived in the town of Toca, explained:  

 

Sara: Nowadays as science and all of that has advanced, like, for example, 

you find a machine that the only thing you have to do is pour the liquid and 

you just pull the hoses. So it is not the same as before, because you will only 

spend an hour fumigating, while before it was three days. But then what 

happens? That there are many campesinxs or farmers that haven’t had access 

to these tools due to the price, because of money … Before everything was 

manual, but now there are machines. So they have tried to improve, but that 

is for those in the higher ranks, for the ones that can purchase it, because, for 

example, I think that my parents, they would not go and buy a machine that 

is more than two million pesos (USD$690). So yes, those machines have 

made the campesinxs improve, but it is the same because most of them cannot 

access them.  

 

Sara’s reflection was based on the lived experiences of her parents who continued to 

struggle as campesinxs. Notably, the combination of the issues marginalising the 

campesinx population outlined above were particularly reshaping the lives of new 

generations.  

 

 

 

 

 

7.4 Trajectories of Place: The City 

 

There is another way of reading these constructed places. Entangled and 

enfolded within them is a multiplicity of trajectories each of which has its 

own spatiality and temporality; each which has been, and still is, contested; 

each of which might have turned out quite differently (yet where the 
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intersection of these histories has often served to reinforce existing lines of 

dominance) (Massey 2005: 143).  

 

It became evident throughout fieldwork in both sites that the trajectories and constructions 

of place of younger generations 50  were different from most of the women who 

participated in this research. In the ethnographic work, I met and talked with several 

teenage girls from the countryside, some of whom I forged good friendships with as we 

walked to the local shop for snacks and talked about school. Some of the younger women 

in the group interviews provided a perspective that signalled a changing trajectory 

engrained in the history of place and space. While rural younger women who relocated 

to the city were not the key focus of this research, I wanted to understand the multiplicity 

of trajectories, as outlined by Massey’s (2005) quotation, of the lives of campesina 

women in place. Undoubtedly, in both fieldwork sites and through the lives and accounts 

of women, most trajectories led to the city: 

 

Estrella: Well, we never wanted them to leave our side. We wanted to always 

have them there for us, but the life in the countryside is very tough right now.  

 

Estrella’s quotation, along with the following excerpt, from one of the groups in Toca, 

encapsulates a sentiment that was widespread in both fieldwork sites among the parents 

of younger generations. 

 

Constanza: So what is the point of telling your children to work in the 

countryside? To plant? If that does not give them … 

Juliana: Although sometimes it happens to them that they go the city, and it’s 

not easy. 

Sofia: Anyway, I think here is very tough too, and what are they going to do 

if they stay here?  

Ana: So they have to leave, maybe there they can find something better, at 

least they study.  

Sofia: A better future. They study and well you know they have to struggle 

but at least they won’t be struggling their whole life.  

Ana: While if you stay here you need to find a husband and have two babies, 

and you stay in the same routine.  

 

A sense that there was not a dignified future in the countryside permeated women’s 

accounts, and therefore they encouraged their children to seek a future elsewhere in the 

city. Issues discussed earlier in this thesis influenced this sentiment – that is, poverty, 

                                                 
50 I conceptualised young people for the purpose of this research as teenagers, or the daughters of many 

women who participated in this research.  
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government abandonment, climate change, lack of technology, displacement, patriarchy 

and violence. Moreover, women’s reflexivity around the machismo present in their lives 

led them to encourage their daughters to access higher education and a life outside the 

countryside.  

 

Sara was a young, single mother from Toca who had a bachelor’s degree, and had been 

living in between the countryside and the city in the past years. At the time of the 

interview, Sara lived in the town centre in a small apartment with her daughter. She was 

currently unemployed and finishing a diploma degree by distance after her undergraduate 

studies. She was very reflexive about women’s marginal status in the countryside and 

was seeking a future in a nearby city.  

 

Sara: I would go and work in the countryside to provide for my daughter. 

Right now is not an option because the countryside is not providing 

economically. So you find other options.  

 

Sara was part of a group interview conducted with young women who lived in the town 

of Toca. Although they no longer aspired to a life like their parents in rural areas due to 

the difficult conditions, their experiences of place had been very different. Maria Paula 

worked in the local store selling phones and gadgets, and still lived with her parents in 

the countryside. Her sister, Isabella, had studied psychology and lived in Tunja, the 

nearest city, but was currently unemployed. She was applying for jobs in different cities 

in Colombia. Johanna was a single mother who had two children and lived in town with 

them. The children’s father sustained them economically. All of them, except for Johanna, 

were looking for opportunities in the city.  

 

Isabella: In my case, I left the house because I wanted to keep studying and 

that was the biggest reason. Otherwise I would be in the countryside, 

I think … It was tough, but I had to leave. I was the oldest one … In 

the end I got used to it and I had a scholarship throughout my high 

school …  

Laura: And Sara, why did you decide to study?  

Sara: Well, in that moment it was because although there was a lot to do in 

the countryside next to my mother there was not … Mmm so it is more 

a decision because you want to earn your own money, because there 

is not much on offer in the countryside. I mean, as a woman, to 

jornalear,51 personally I do not think so … So it was because of that 

reason that maybe I left to go to Tunja and then I started working 

                                                 
51 To work in the jornal.  
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there. And I had the possibility of returning to the countryside to work 

but I did not …  

Laura: Of course, and Maria Paula, why did you decide to try to find work in 

the town?  

Maria Paula: Well I think that the countryside no … Is that right now with the 

situation is not that easy and well the option of working in the town 

was like … I mean, as a woman, you need your things, so you do not 

want to be asking for them, well she [sister] taught me that…  

Laura: And Johanna why did you leave the countryside? What was the 

reason?  

Johanna: The labour is very heavy. Well, I have seen my mother and it has 

been a lot of suffering for my mother …  

Laura: Suffering in what sense?  

Johanna: Because that is horrible, to help my father lift the hoses, the pipes 

that derail, the water. Oh no! That you need to help him lift the 

containers of liquid for the pump. No!  

 

Although their life stories were different, these young women were cognisant of the hard 

labour that women undertook in the countryside, and rural women’s marginalisation as a 

result of their identities as women and as campesinas.  

 

Therefore, most of the younger women were seeking a future in the city through tertiary 

and vocational education. In the Sierra, Andrea’s daughter, Adriana, talked about her 

feelings of moving out to the city.  

 

Adriana: I am scared of going there to study, of course, because when they 

[city people] finish high school, it is not the same as us because they do not 

give us all the subjects we need, while in the city they do. So you do not finish 

as prepared. I know I am not going to get in [to university]. And it is going to 

be hard. I mean I first need to think about finishing this year and then the next 

year I will apply to the SENA52 and that is it. Then I can go into the university.  

 

Similarly, Emilia from Toca had been waiting for months to get in to the SENA. 

  

Emilia: Well, I finished high school a long time ago, but I have not been able 

to get into studying more, a more advanced career. But I have thought about 

getting into the SENA, to study, but for now I am helping my mother so she 

can help me after … Because I do not have the income, the necessary 

resources to study.  

 

                                                 
52 A national technical provider for vocational tertiary education.  
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Adriana and Emilia’s quotations demonstrate how inequality is expressed in the lives of 

young people who study in the countryside under precarious conditions. This 

marginalisation limits their opportunities to access further education.  

 

The lack of opportunities for young people from the countryside not only affected them, 

but also their families. As a mother, Juliana, in Toca, also found her children’s graduation 

from high school to be a difficult time.  

 

Juliana: Because it is difficult, like, for example, Camilo, he finished high 

school, and, as a mother, it is tough to see him there every day working in the 

jornal because he has not had the opportunity to like study. That is very 

difficult, very tough. Because you do your best to give them the high school 

graduation and that is difficult … And then to see them there, waiting as if 

nothing happened.  

 

During the time fieldwork was conducted, Camilo worked with his mother in the jornal 

peeling onions. He had not achieved the necessary score in the national test to access 

public university or vocational education and had to wait to sit the exam again. Given the 

family’s economic situation, he had to enter the workforce through the jornal while he 

waited.  

 

Rural young people are further disadvantaged in accessing higher education because of 

poverty and the expensive conditions of city life. As Emilia explained, a move to the city 

for Colombia’s rural youth can mean being forced to take on low paying employment. 

She stated that while she had not been accepted into SENA, she still relocated to the city. 

Her only option in terms of employment was as a store attendant. After working for some 

time in the store, she lost the job and had to come back to the countryside.  

 

Emilia: It was hard for me to come back because I even forgot how to milk. I 

forgot to wash, and so on. Do you know what I mean? Because it was 

just from work to the house to sleep and then go back to work. …  

Laura: Of course, it is very different. And what did you do in the city?  

Emilia: I worked in a fruit shop … I worked 14 hours.  

Ana: They were also exploiting her. 

Emilia: And well, the man that offered me the job, allowed me to stay in his 

place, and so I took advantage of that opportunity. A miracle 

happened, but I do not know … And then he said that it was the end 

of my time.  

Laura: And would you like to go back?  

Emilia: Yes, yes of course. 
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Overall, the previous quotations are powerful in illustrating the vexed feelings of younger 

rural people in Colombia. They are seeking a better future by moving to urban areas, but 

such a trajectory is problematic for them because of their geographic location and ongoing 

colonial legacies. As Adriana, Juliana and Emilia explain, rural youth compete on an 

unfair playing field for university and college places as urban youth have access to better 

quality education. Therefore, as these trajectories of place take young rural women to the 

city, the lines of dominance and colonisation persist, creating other marginalisations 

based on exploitation, especially in terms of labour, as illustrated in Emilia’s experience. 

Notably, de(s)colonial literature has argued that many rural women obtain employment 

in the service and domestic sector in the cities under precarious working conditions (see 

Echeverría Echeverría 2016). This is an example of how colonialism persists in rural 

women’s lives. As a result of unemployment or a lack of access to education, young 

people return frustrated to the countryside or are forced to stay in a place where they do 

not see a future. 

 

It is important to note here that younger generations do not conceptualise the countryside 

as a space that is inherently disempowering. Rather, they maintain that it is the historically 

embedded social and economic relationships of marginalisation that have left them 

without opportunities. The few young poeple who have decided to stay in rural areas have 

sought new forms of work in the flower (Toca) or tourism (Minca) industries in order to 

improve their economic capital and have a dignified life. Violeta, from Toca, worked in 

the flower industry, and hoped to continue to enjoy a rural life into the future. As she 

chose her favourite photos, she said:  

 

Violeta: I mean, because, to be honest … I identify with all of these [photos], 

because I lived my first 15 years in the countryside … Because I like it very 

much. Personally, if God give me life and license and the Virgin allows me, 

I want to have a house in the countryside.  

 

Young women who had become mothers or partnered with a man who wanted to stay in 

the countryside had a different life story from those who sought a future in the city. 

Therefore, traditional gender roles and patriarchy still greatly influence the agency 

women had in place. This was evident in Diosa’s reflection about the future life of her 

daughters:  

 

Diosa: You never know what can happen in life. I would like that they study 

and that they have a future, but when they get to the age and maybe they fall 
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in love, maybe they will end up with a young guy from the countryside … 

Like, for example, Luna, you see her happy looking after a cow or a sheep 

…Well you never know what is going to happen … it is a risk … Is Karina 

going to study the career she wants? Or is Luna going to get to 11th grade? 

You think like that. But if not, they would have it the same way we did, and 

that’s it.  

 

Across the younger generations of women participants, there was an underlying discourse 

of belonging to the countryside. However, even those who volunteered that they had a 

strong connection to the countryside expressed the view that it was not economically 

tenable to imagine a future outside of the city. 

 

Sara: Well, I really like the countryside … Right now, you cannot live out of 

there, but in the future, I would like to have a farm. Maybe not as an economic 

investment, but more like for leisure because it is not like I do not like it. 

What happens is that we need to leave the countryside to find economic 

opportunities, because if the countryside life was good I would like it.  

 

Notably, all women in both fieldwork sites responded positively to identifying as 

campesinas during the group interviews.  

 

Isabella: Yes, of course, in the customs, in the gestures. Maybe we have 

evolved. Maybe we have changed the way we talk, but we are from the 

countryside. The customs are conserved, on the way we cook, in our eating 

habits, to drink fresh milk, and not Alpina [pasteurised milk brand], to be able 

to cook a cuchuco [traditional soup].  

 

Sara: Yes, of course. It is our roots. It comes from our crib, and you improve 

over time, because of the education … So what happens is that when you 

learn too much about what you need, because of education, then you would 

not just conform and stay in the countryside … I mean, you have to give them 

[children] an education, a career, not only to get better work … but to know 

how to defend themselves in life … To teach them [children] to say, “I have 

this and I know my rights, and I am able to defend myself in society”…  

 

Thus, a connection to the countryside persists, despite the changing trajectories of 

younger generation’s place and space experiences.  

 

Conclusion 

 

By tracing the trajectories of place and space through the histories and stories of thens-

and-theres and heres-and-nows, the city and the countryside continue to be interrelated. 

However, the binary discourses that still permeate hegemonic and government actions in 
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Colombia continue to marginalise the rural population in a variety of ways. The 

multiplicities that make place and space demonstrate that these marginalisations are 

produced by campesinx’s negotiations and resistances in the everyday. Rural women, 

who are faced with double marginalisation due to colonialism, informally organise, talk, 

knit, cook and plant, demonstrating that places do not have a simple coherence. 

Campesina women continue to contest colonialism and patriarchy in place. In turn, they 

are constructing the countryside as a space that is changing, that is diverse, and that needs 

urgent attention. In the next chapter, I explore how organised resistances of rural women 

are integral to the place-based struggles of those living in the countryside. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  

Organised Resistances: Colombian Rural Women’s Activisms 

 

This chapter explores Colombian rural women’s organised resistances through interviews 

with leaders from 17 different social movement organisations53 (see Table 5). It does so 

in the context of a particularly important historical moment in the nation’s history – the 

government’s negotiation and signature of the peace agreement with the Revolutionary 

Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP). In September 2012, after more than 60 years of 

war, the government of President Juan Manuel Santos started negotiations with the 

insurgent group. Following the efforts of several community, civilian and political 

activists from different sectors of the country, the agreement was finalised and ratified on 

November 29-30th of 2016. It came into force on 1 December 2016.  

 

The agreement included the assignment of 23 different rural zones (called Zonas 

Veredales Transitorias de Normalización) for the reinsertion of the FARC troops into 

civilian life. The United Nations mission also established eight camps for the 

disarmament of the troops, which resulted in the submission of more than 7,000 weapons 

(Brodzinsky 2017). Given that the armed conflict has particularly and severely affected 

rural communities, the peace accord implementation is mainly located in the countryside. 

Thus, the process has direct consequences for those living in the rural areas where the 

FARC insurgent actors have been reinserted into the community. At the same time, there 

are other armed actors that have persisted in the territories, gaining power over areas once 

controlled by the FARC-EP. These are the paramilitary and criminal groups dedicated to 

drug trafficking and territory control.  

 

It is important to note that the peace agreement was ratified and implemented after my 

doctoral fieldwork was concluded. During the research period in early 2016, the country 

watched the finalised negotiations occurring in Cuba expectantly. Therefore, at the time 

of the interviews, social movement leaders were particularly concerned about the future 

of their lives and communities. In interviews, it became clear that there was fear, anguish 

and uncertainty for the future of the rural territories where the different women practised 

                                                 
53 All women’s names are anonymous for ethical purposes. All participants have agreed to the use of the 

organisations’ names in this research. 
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their activism. As I have argued across this thesis, rural women experience violence and 

rural change in differential ways, given their connection to territory body-land (Cabnal 

2015). This chapter explores four main themes related to rural women’s activisms in 

Colombia, which are feminisms and negotiations, territorial struggles, advocacy work 

and political influence (including the Rural Women’s Law 731). In the fifth section, I 

explore some of the tensions and hopes in the ongoing post-accord period. Table 5 

presents the characteristics of the organisations to which participants belonged. 

 

Table 5: Organisations involved in the in-depth interviews.  

                                                 
54 The acronyms in brackets are the names used throughout the chapter. These are based on how 

participants referred to them in the interviews.  
55 This leader is both part of the CLOC and Fensuagro (row below) and she spoke in the name of these 

two organisations during the interview.  

Organisation Name Brief Description Region 

Coordinadora 

Latinoamericana de 

Organizaciones del 

Campo (CLOC)54 

 

Mixed rural organisation that works 

closely with La Vía Campesina. 

Transnational 

Federación Nacional 

Sindical Unitaria 

Agropecuaria 

(Fensuagro)55  

Mixed agricultural union of Colombia. National 

Compro Agro Agrarian project in Toca, Boyacá. The 

project’s organiser is an active social 

leader of the town. 

Toca, Boyacá 

Mesa de Incidencia 

Política de las 

Mujeres Rurales 

Colombianas (Mesa 

de Incidencia) 

 

Round table for the political impact of 

rural women in Colombia. This group 

consists of women leaders of several 

rural women’s organisations in 

Colombia and was organised to propose 

the Rural Women’s Law 731. 

National 

Asociación Nacional 

de Mujeres 

Campesinas, Negras e 

Indígenas de 

Colombia 

(ASODEMUC) 

 

Non-profit association of campesina, 

Black and Indigenous women in 

Colombia. 

National 

La Ruta Pacífica de 

Las Mujeres (Ruta 

Pacífica) 

Feminist movement for peace and the 

peaceful negotiation of the end of the 

armed conflict in Colombia. 

National  

Fundación San Isidro  Non-profit mixed organisation 

composed of campesinx families 

founded in Boyacá under the direction 

of the Catholic Church. 

Boyacá (main 

region), Tolima, 

Santander and 

Cundinamarca 
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8.1 Feminisms and Negotiations  

 

                                                 
56 This interview was conducted via email as the representative of the group was in Cuba in the peace 

talks with the Colombian government at the time.  

Asociación Nacional 

de Zonas de Reserva 

Campesinas 

(ANZORC) 

 

Mixed rural organisation of the peasant 

reserve zones of Colombia. 

National 

Oxfam Colombia 

(Oxfam) 

Non-government organisation (NGO). 

The interview was conducted in Bogotá 

with two women in charge of the gender 

and rural women branch of Oxfam in 

Colombia. 

Transnational 

Mujer Fariana56 FARC-EP women’s group that created 

the webpage mujerfariana.org to share 

the perspectives of insurgent women. It 

was born after a collective debate of the 

women in the peace delegation of the 

FARC-EP in 2013. 

National 

Casa de La Mujer Non-profit feminist organisation 

working for 35 years in Colombia in the 

defence of women’s human rights.  

National 

Red de Mujeres 

Matamba y Guasá – 

Timbiqui (Matamba y 

Guasá) 

Amazonian grassroots rural women’s 

Afro-ethnic non-profit network founded 

in Timbiquí, Colombia. This network is 

composed of several women’s 

organisations located in the Caucan 

Pacific region. 

Pacific of 

Colombia 

Organización 

Nacional Indígena de 

Colombia– Amazon 

(ONIC) 

Amazon Indigenous representatives for 

the National Indigenous Organisation of 

Colombia. 

Amazon/National 

 

  

Proceso de 

Comunidades Negras 

(PCN) 

Afro-ethnic mixed dynamic process and 

collective made up of over one hundred 

grassroots organisations. 

National  

Federación 

Departamental de 

Mujeres Campesinas 

de Cundinamarca 

(FEDEMUCC) 

Non-profit rural women’s federation of 

the state of Cundinamarca. 

Cundinamarca 

Federación Nacional 

de Cafeteros 

Former leader of the region of 

Magdalena for the National  

Federation of Coffee Growers of 

Colombia an NGO and non-profit 

organisation. 

Magdalena/Natio

nal 

 

 

Fura Asociación 

(Fura) 

 

Local women’s association. Toca, Boyacá 
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One of the important themes that emerged in the data was women’s negotiations of and 

contributions to the feminist or women’s movement of the world. Although there are 

intersections between the actions of the global feminist movement and those of rural 

women, the latter have denounced the latent racism and colonialism that are embedded in 

hegemonic feminisms (see Gargallo Celentani 2014). Many have reflexively decided not 

to identify with the term feminism and/or have differentiated themselves from it. In this 

section, I will explore how leaders of social movements focused on rural women 

conceptualise patriarchy and machismo in Colombia. Through this discussion, I will 

introduce the concept of parity as a legitimate struggle for gender equality that denounces 

colonial practices, including the institutionalisation of feminism. 

 

As demonstrated in previous chapters, rural women in Colombia experience gender 

inequality within a larger system of marginalisation brought by colonial practices. For 

instance, patriarchy is manifest in that women who are poor have heavier workloads. 

Moreover, the leader of Toca’s women’s organisation, Fura, explains how labour burdens 

affect women’s capacity to be politically active: 

 

Fura: Women struggle to come to the meetings because the countryside 

demands too much. They have too many chores, like, for example, if they 

have labourers working in the crops, they need to cook for them. 

 

As a result of the lack of equality in relation to rural women’s labour, the issue of the 

heavy workloads of rural women was a common axis of action for many organisations’ 

gender equality initiatives. The campesina leader of an organisation based in the region 

of Cundinamarca explains how FEDEMUCC has appropriated the discourse and actions 

for gender equality: 

 

FEDEMUCC: Washing, cooking and ironing have become the natural state 

of the work of rural women … So we had to appropriate a discourse and we 

tell women, “Look at all the work you do. Let’s make a list. And now let’s 

have a look at what men do”. So then they realise it … 

 

In this excerpt, FEDEMUCC’s leader brings to light the fact that non-remunerated work 

continues to be a burden for women living in the countryside.  

 

Patriarchy does not only manifest in terms of rural women’s workloads. As the 

representative of the women’s group for the FARC, Mujer Fariana, explained, it is also 

present in the organisations of which women are part: 
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Mujer Fariana: Within the FARC-EP, the conditions are different since we 

are within a military-political structure. So those in charge give orders and 

the rest obey, so there is a principle of subordination within the army. In these 

conditions, it is really easy for machista and patriarchal behaviours to 

entrench in men and in some women. But at the same time, we are also a 

political organisation and we can debate and judge any behaviour … 

 

Machismo in this context is conceptualised as abusing the authority positions over women 

within the organisation. 

 

Sexism within an organisation like the FARC has been scrutinised. Media organisations 

have denounced cases of forced abortions and rape within the insurgent group (see 

Laverde Palma 2013). Mujer Fariana’s leader explained the organisation’s perspective on 

this issue during the interview: 

 

Mujer Fariana: Mainstream media has victimised us [women] and ignored 

scurrilously our role inside the FARC-EP, as political subjects who are 

conscious and determined. Inside the FARC-EP, we have taken on decisions 

that we have had to assume due to the conditions of being in war. For 

example, renouncing maternity, but these are personal decisions that each of 

us entering the organisation had to assume, because you cannot carry a child 

in the middle of the monte, with the threat of bombardment and other 

circumstances that the armed struggle involves. We have reiterated many 

times that sexual abuse is contemplated in the statutes of our organisation as 

one of the most serious infringements and it is not tolerated under any 

circumstances. Many comrades have asked me, “How can people think that 

we are going to get raped if we all share a camp and we are armed women?”. 

 

The above account demonstrates the complexity of patriarchal relations in Colombia in 

that they are place-based, and intersect with other marginalisations and experiences.  

 

Therefore, the responses to patriarchy and machismo in Colombia are diverse, and based 

on the specific regions in which the organisations operate. For example, the region of 

Boyacá has often been called one of the most machista regions of Colombia. The leader 

of San Isidro, a Catholic foundation that has operated in Boyacá for more than three 

decades, explained that they have worked on gender equality struggles for many years. 

This was even when it was taboo to talk about machismo in the region and within the 

organisation, which has strong Catholic values: 
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San Isidro: Sister Teresa was a very intelligent woman, that even in an 

environment like the church where everyone bows to the priest, she had the 

strength to say, “No. Women are equal!” And she always defended women’s 

rights. 

Laura: How was it different back then to talk about machismo? 

San Isidro: It was terrible. Of course, there was more machismo. Nowadays 

they [men] have been changing. And by introducing the topic, we can talk to 

them a little bit about that. Back then we could not talk about that, but we 

taught them with actions. So, for example, when we meet for workshops or 

gatherings there are women and men participating. 

 

The experience of San Isidro illustrates that Colombian rural women’s social movements 

are embedded in a struggle for gender equality. The discourse of gender equality they 

promulgate often contests Western ideas of women’s liberation, which are embedded in 

individualistic discourses and actions.  

 

The notion of gender equality that is endorsed by rural social movements in Colombia is 

one that is associated with parity. Parity is taken up in different localised ways, but it is 

generally understood as a commitment to communitarian processes, educational tools and 

resistance practices. For instance, CLOC’s leader in Colombia explains how the 

organisation has worked in the communities to negotiate with patriarchal structures: 

 

CLOC: To “de-patriarchalise” consciousness is very difficult and it has to be 

done between men and women … In the Andean schools we have worked on 

the topic of gender from 2010 and we are constructing the popular campesinx 

feminism … But we also consider that there has to be a space just for women, 

because if we do not become aware that we are discriminated, that violence 

is not natural and all of that, we are going to continue to do the same … 

 

In the country, rural women have driven conversations with their partners and enacted 

strategies within the social movements to resist and eliminate the machismo in their lives. 

 

In the context of parity, it became evident during the interviews that women in rural 

organisations had different identifications with feminism. Rural women’s identifications 

derive from their communitarian experiences that contest individualistic accounts of 

women’s liberation, which are part of hegemonic feminisms’ discourses and actions 

(Gragallo Celentani 2014). The critique of mainstream feminism was elaborated upon by 

the leader of the Process of Black Communities of Colombia (PCN):  

 

PCN: There is a key principle in the Black culture and its organising processes 

– that is, that women and men are complementary. Now I have to emphasise 
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that we are talking about Black feminism … Because that is the other thing 

that is related to the language itself, that we are not just talking about 

feminism … I think it is important that we identify like this, because part of 

the topic [feminism] being taboo and creating certain resistances is because, 

in general, what is known about feminism is that it is a feminism that is 

fundamentally Western and white, where the racial questions do not fit, and 

where the gender relations are raised from another point of view.  

 

The above quotation demonstrates that claims for parity are born in the territories and 

from the needs of communities that have been marginalised through intersecting 

oppressions, including racism and classism. What the leader of the PCN is explaining is 

that feminism is deeply implicated in the country’s colonial history (see Sousa Santos 

2010). Thus, there is a need to recognise and legitimise parity or complementarity in order 

to problematise the colonial practices of the feminist movement of the world, and to 

propose progressive ideas that can redirect the linear pathway to neoliberal ‘progress’.  

 

One of the main consequences of colonial practices that has been manifest in the 

neoliberal restructuring of Latin American countries, including Colombia, is the 

institutionalisation of feminism (see Méndez Torres et al. 2013). The PCN leader, the 

campesina spokesperson for ASODEMUC, identified colonial practices that emanate 

from institutions that do not take into account campesina’s localised needs: 

 

ASODEMUC: They go over there and do a workshop on necklaces where 

campesina women are cultivating fruit, have milk and make cheese. Also, the 

projects are not consecutive … Colloquially, I say that we are like old cars, 

from workshop to workshop every fortnight, but that is all we get. They do 

not give women seed capital. There are no follow-ups, no support. It usually 

gets to a point when women say, “Okay. I got here and now what?”.  

 

In contesting aid training that does not take into account experiences of territory and 

place, the interviewee echoed views expressed by the campesinas in the Sierra in relation 

to tourist projects in Chapter Six. 

 

Notably, representatives from non-government organisations like Oxfam, which has a 

very extensive presence in Colombia, highlighted that there are obstacles to the 

sustainability of their projects. For example, the gender representative of the NGO 

explained that a project they had established in Boyacá around care work and gender 

equality was impeded by the lack of what she referred to as ‘incidencia política’.57 This 

                                                 
57 There is no exact translation in English for this term.  



 189 

term, which means to influence policy through the effort of advocacy work, was often 

raised in interviews with social movement leaders. 

 

The social movements that work at a grassroots level have become essential in contesting 

the institutionalisation of feminism, and contributed to the legitimisation of parity. For 

instance, the dialogue between the different communities of rural women in organised 

social movements like the CLOC, coordinated by La Vía Campesina, has forged 

important alliances between Indigenous, Afro-Colombian, and campesina women. The 

campesina representative for the CLOC explains this process: 

 

CLOC: So we had many debates with the Indigenous comrades who were 

talking from the complementarity. And we were like: “Yes, is that we can’t 

see ourselves with the other, we need to defend complementarity”. So we 

started talking from the realities of each of us, of our communities. And the 

comrades started saying: “We also have to do what you’re saying since we 

were little. I had to live this and that”. So we are constructing our feminism 

from below, from our own realities. 

 

In working from localised perspectives, the leaders of the social movements have had 

many successes in addressing gender inequalities within rural communities. This is the 

case of the peasant reserve zones in Colombia (ANZORC), one of the largest mixed 

associations of campesinxs in the country. ANZORC demands the demarcation of zones 

where peasant communities can have political and agricultural autonomy. 

 

ANZORC: We believe couples should talk. And so we always invite men to 

the workshops so they can come and see what we are talking about and how 

they should assume the division of labour. So, for example, in Buga we have 

a beautiful experience in a vereda called Florida, where there are some 

women’s organisations working with farmer organisations. And we go and 

do the workshops with men and women. And the comrades [men] are the ones 

who prepare and serve the food, because we always do a community pot. So 

the men can understand easier that the chores can be divided equally and that 

they can support us even when they have to work in the countryside … 

 

The successful collective actions of rural women are not only changing the localised lived 

realities of women in veredas, but also the narratives around their lives. They are no 

longer victims who ‘need saving’, but politically active subjects who enact change locally 

and nationally (see Rodriguez Castro, Pini and Baker 2016). The campesina leader of the 

CLOC and Fensuagro explained that one of the most significant impacts of political 

activism is to contest victim narratives: 
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CLOC/Fensuagro: We are not “poor things”. We are not “poor things from 

the countryside”. We are not “poor things because we are poor”. Women are 

able to do many things. And the reason why we are in this position is the 

system that we are fighting against. And we are convinced we need to do this 

with our comrades [men]. 

 

The experiences documented in this section demonstrate how the agency of rural women 

in place is articulated in social movements to support the resistance against patriarchy, 

and to promote specific place-based notions of liberation. Attending to these experiences, 

including legitimising parity and complementarity, assists us to de(s)colonise the way we 

understand women’s liberation. 

 

8.2 Territorial Struggles 

 

In Chapter Six, I outlined how territorial struggles are lived and embodied in place 

through the concept of territorio cuerpo-tierra (Cabnal 2015). The intimate relationship 

between the body, the land, and the territory, is also relevant to rural women’s organised 

resistances in Colombia. This is highlighted by the definition of territory articulated by 

Colombian rural social movement leaders in that it takes into account spatial and social 

relationships, and rights:  

 

Mesa de Incidencia: Everything is done in a space, and that space is the land 

itself. The land with people in it, with activities, collectivity and rights. It’s 

called territory. And the collectivity with other communities and 

municipalities that are not part of my territory is called territoriality.  

 

In this section, I will explore social movement representatives’ accounts of territory, land 

and bodies. These accounts contribute to their political projects, and, in doing so, 

de(s)colonises spatial understandings of the rural.  

 

For rural women leaders, territory is multifaceted, conflicting and relational. It is also 

fundamental to women’s resistances, especially in rural areas. The leader of Casa de la 

Mujer, a long-standing non-profit feminist organisation in Colombia, highlighted the 

importance of territorial struggles for women: 

 

Casa de la Mujer: Well, we understand the territory as complexity. It is a 

multidimensional look at the space that women inhabit. For example, when 

we talk about territorial contexts in relation to women, we understand that the 
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conception of space is very different for an Afro, compared to an Indigenous, 

or to a campesina woman. Its development has been in accordance to specific 

cultural and ancestral practices and its relationship to the environment. From 

the appropriation of that space is that we understand the territory. 

 

By bringing an intersectional, place-based and de(s)colonial approach to space through 

the concept of territory, women’s bodies are protagonists. In this way, ancestral and 

cultural knowledge are privileged in the construction of rural spaces. For example, the 

leader of the network of women in Timbiquí, Matamba y Guasá, explains Black women’s 

connection to the territory in the Pacific of Colombia: 

 

Matamba y Guasá: Women continue to be attached to the territory. We are 

the ones who do the cultural practices, the vecindad58 and the camaraderie. 

 

The Red de Mujeres Matamba y Guasá is a group of organisations representing women 

living along the lowlands of the Caucan Pacific of Colombia, which is a region where 

armed conflict, government abandonment and racism are severe. Along the river, women 

have organised to preserve ancestral practices like traditional medicine and to pass on 

knowledge through coplas59 (see Asher 2004). These practices are specific to how Black 

women from this region construct territory. 

 

In another naturally rich region of Colombia, the Sumapaz, which is a páramo in the 

Andean mountain range, the campesina leader from ASODEMUC experiences the 

territory differently. 

 

ASODEMUC: Well, I was born 53 years ago in Sumapaz, which is a conflict 

region. So we have always been under the threat of war, even now that we are 

in negotiations. We are located in the largest humid páramo of the world. We 

have under our protection an immense water source that supplies South 

America through two mountain slopes. So, it is no surprise that along my 

veins, and of many women that are around my age, we have assumed that the 

public is ours because our parents and grandparents have been political 

activists. And we are going to have to continue because we have many 

enemies, and they are not the Colombian government or the local mayor. 

They are bigger enemies, like multinationals. 

 

Given the environmental importance of this region, people cannot farm in the páramo. 

As a result, ASODEMUC’s campesina leader explained that women play a crucial role 

                                                 
58 The social and cultural practice of constructing relationships with neighbours.  
59 ‘A copla is a type of poem or popular song mostly composed and sung by women in the Chocó region’ 

(Asher 2004: 46).  
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in conserving nature and resisting in the territory, as they are the ones staying at home 

while their husbands work in Bogotá or in nearby regions. 

 

Based on the experiences of representatives from ASODEMUC and Matamba y Guasá, 

it is evident that the non-human, like the landscape and the weather, influence women’s 

experiences and constructions of territory and resistance. Their testimonies also contest 

ideas of rural women belonging to the private realm. Indeed, the dichotomy of the 

public/private does not align with the fluidity in which they experience their resistance, 

which is intimately connected with nature. For Indigenous women, this is particularly 

marked. The Amazonian representative of the ONIC explains the intimate relationship 

Indigenous women have with nature in their territory: 

 

ONIC: Because we live so far away, we are women of resistance … God is 

the one that provides water, the earth, and what we do is preserve the nature, 

the jungle. We do not deforest. We do not destroy. And that is why there is a 

need for consciousness in relation to, for example, those macro projects that 

are coming. 

 

As the inhabitants of Sumapaz, the ONIC representatives were particularly worried about 

the expansion of national and international neoliberal projects, which are destroying the 

natural resources of their territories. In light of the presence of mining and multinationals 

in the rural territories, resistance based on the demand for territorial rights has intensified. 

 

Territorial struggles are also intimately related to the political imperative of land rights. 

Land claims have been a central concern of rural social movements across Latin America 

for decades (Teubal and Ortega Breña 2009). Despite the advancement of legislation due 

to twentieth century agrarian reforms across the region (Teubal and Ortega Breña 2009), 

access to land remains an issue for Colombian Black, Indigenous and campesinx 

communities. Due to patriarchy, women’s legitimate access to land is even more 

restricted (Farah-Quijano 2013). Thus, to understand women’s marginal access to land, 

it is necessary to understand the land’s relationship to territory. In the last decade, Teubal 

and Ortega Breña (2009) have argued that the organised resistances for land in Latin 

America have shifted their emphasis towards the autonomy of communities, with the 

territory discourse at the centre of this resistance. The representative of PCN, one of the 

largest organised processes of Black communities in Colombia, explains how territorial 

and land rights connect with the social movement’s demands: 
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PCN: The territorial rights are connected to the collective land titles of the 

collective property of the ancestral territorios … We struggle to make 

effective the right to have property over the ancestral territories that we have 

inhabited. So what we concluded is that we have a collective property in spite 

of the land titles that each family has. 

 

This quotation foregrounds the importance of place-based approaches to land rights that 

take into account how communities construct territory. Collective tilting has been part of 

the process of reparation for communities like the Afro-Colombian people, who have 

been severely affected by displacement and armed conflict. However, during the 

interview with Oxfam, the representatives questioned collective titling, arguing that in a 

context of patriarchy it may make women invisible. The Casa de la Mujer activist 

identifies the many factors which inhibit rural Colombian women’s access to land: 

 

Casa de la Mujer: We see a shortcoming in the norm because it does not 

achieve depth in the historical relationship of rural women to land owning. 

Because obviously the way women access property is through other people 

that have a lawful title … The ones that have all the knowledge on the process 

of possession and land tenure are the men … There is also the psycho-social 

damage of the victims [of armed conflict], especially women going back to 

the territories. The judge might have different ways to interpret and determine 

whether there was damage to women’s lives … So there is a legal rigidity that 

sometimes, due to the lack of economic resources, and knowledge about the 

process, affects women’s access to land.  

 

In light of the inequalities faced by Colombian women when accessing land, the 

representative of Mujer Fariana, as well as those from other women’s rights organisations, 

placed the issue on their political agenda as part of the peace accord negotiations. This 

was articulated in 2014 in the gender sub-commission, which was created as part of the 

peace negotiation in Cuba. In the interview, Mujer Fariana’s leader explained: 

 

Mujer Fariana: In the accord on the integral rural reform and the one on illicit 

crops it is written that they must guarantee women’s access to land, prioritising 

their condition as single mothers or widowers. We know that the majority of 

victims that survived the war in Colombia are women who have lost their land 

… That is why we propose that women are protagonists in the transformation 

of the Colombian countryside. So that step-by-step we can close the gap 

between men and women. 

 

In the context explained by the representative from Mujer Fariana, women face double 

marginalisation in accessing land due to patriarchy and war. 
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Women’s claims for territorial and land rights are further complicated in that they are 

embodied. Access to land is not just important materially for women. Rural women also 

have a heartlfelt relationship to land. During the interview with the Mesa de Incidencia 

representative, which is an organisation that works with several rural women leaders 

across the country, she explained:  

 

Mesa de Incidencia: There is an important principle, and it is that the land is 

like the blood for campesina women. And so some of us have it more 

engrained in our hearts, our passions and our work. So if the woman of the 

countryside does not have her economic independence and the possession of 

her land, she cannot reclaim herself as a woman, as a wife, as a mother … 

 

In spite of the marginalisation wrought by the lack of equal access to land, rural women 

continue to resist in place with their bodies. Interviewees from social movements 

explained that one of the most important struggles that rural women are leading is for 

food sovereignty (FS). FS involves place-based resistances to the neoliberal food trade 

and to hegemonic feminisms, as well as a challenge to the binaries of private and public 

spaces (Espino et al. 2012; Sweet and Ortiz Escalante 2016). As demonstrated in Chapter 

Six, rural women resist from their gardens, enacting their own liberation from patriarchal 

and neoliberal structures that oppress them, by reclaiming their rights to land and food 

production. The Colombian coordinator for La Vía Campesina, CLOC, the organisation 

that officially proposed FS as a global rural endeavour in 1996 during the Food 

Agriculture Organization meeting in Rome, explains the organisation’s commitment to 

this cause: 

 

CLOC: Food sovereignty is a principle that does not only talk about the right 

to food, but also the right to access land, because if you are going to produce, 

where are you going to do it? And in there you have implicit the topics of 

native seeds with no chemicals, of agroecology. When we are talking about 

food sovereignty, we are talking about the sovereignty of the people … 

Nowadays they import many agricultural products so the campesinx has had 

to stop producing because there is no profitable demand. And they are 

importing products that are transgenic so we are losing sovereignty. 

 

By placing the FS in the context of Colombia, the CLOC demonstrates that neoliberal 

expansion in the country affects FS efforts. However, as these forces are relational, the 

rural population continues to organise and resist in place through FS. Additionally, the 

Peasant Reserve Zones in Colombia (ANZORC) have incorporated the fundamental role 
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of women in FS struggles into their activist discourse, while also promoting campesinx 

economies that contest neoliberal expansion.  

 

ANZORC: We believe that all the programs that are being supported in the 

country like the economic expansion, the free trade, and all of those 

international policies have directly affected the campesinx economy. So from 

the ANZORC we are going to continue to support the sowing of seeds and 

traditional crops … 

 

FS practices led by rural women, such as the creation of community networks and the 

formation of independent economic avenues, have worked to contest patriarchy. The 

leader of Matamba y Guasá observed that women’s neighbouring relationships are what 

started the FS initiatives, especially among women heads of households. She reflected 

that ‘while the men were dedicated to the coca crops, women stayed there producing the 

food for its people’. 

 

In the Andes, the experience of San Isidro, with their agro-ecological projects, shows how 

FS actions, led by women, promote gender equality and environmental causes. Women’s 

actions have given them economic independence and challenged the damaging agro-

productive practices that are affecting the environment in the region. The representative 

from San Isidro recalled that men were resistant to the agro-ecological projects, while 

women embraced it. 

 

Laura: Why do you think it is harder for men to get involved?  

San Isidro: Because they refuse to do certain things. They prefer to borrow 

money and to do it their way. They have this wrong idea that if I do not add 

this [pesticides] to the crop it is not going to produce. And we have 

demonstrated that is not true, that it is all about care and prevention. 

Laura: And how have these projects changed women’s lives? 

San Isidro: Their lives change in many aspects. In the food they eat, in the 

family’s nutrition. Even the contact with the land makes their behaviours 

change. Along the way you see women changing their behaviour from 

watching TV all day. And in the economic side, they stop buying the lettuce 

or the carrot, but rather they produce it and save the 30,000 pesos 

(USD$9.80). 

 

In this way, women’s embodied resistances through FS become inscribed on the 

landscape as a solution to environmental degradation. FS provides opportunities to 

negotiate traditional gender roles, and for women to organise and to question capitalist 

agro-productive practices led by men. 
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While FS struggles demonstrate how women’s bodies are at the forefront of resistance to 

colonial practices, these bodies are also in the frontline of violence. Rural women in 

Colombia experience violence across many levels and in different modes, including 

epistemic, psychological and physical. In a context of conflict and war, this violence is 

experienced in dramatic ways in certain territories. This was an issue taken up by the 

representative of Casa de la Mujer, who recounted the work her organisation had 

undertaken in Buenaventura, a city that has been in the centre of the armed conflict: 

 

Casa de la Mujer: What the armed conflict does is that it aggravates the 

economic precarities and those everyday violences … So, for example, in the 

context of the armed conflict, sexual violence … is perpetrated with more 

brutality and depth … In Buenaventura, we have evidence that femicides and 

violence against women have increased. We have seen how men start to 

perpetrate violent practices like torture that are learned in the context of the 

armed conflict against women. So these inherited, learned practices are 

brought to the everyday of women and perpetrated by their partners.  

 

Many organisations, including the FEDEMUCC, Oxfam and Matamba y Guasá, also 

denounced the violence experienced by women in the armed conflict that transgresses 

into the everyday. Interviewees contended that once the physical violence of war passes, 

there are other types of violence that persist, and that these are predominantly directed at 

women. 

 

Matamba y Guasá: How many women have been killed by the conflict? Not 

many, but we are the ones left with the suffering, if your son is killed or if 

they disappear your husband … And then you have the sexual violence. And 

the labour violence because they force women to do jobs that are not well 

remunerated. 

 

In addition to the violence brought by the armed conflict, there are also other forms of 

violence that are perpetrated by a neoliberal economic system that marginalises rural 

women, and particularly, rural women of colour. The PCN representative denounced this 

type of violence in the interviews: 

 

PCN: The women of the PCN have proposed that we need to consider 

violence in all its dimensions … So we have been proposing that we 

understand the violence in the territories and against Black women from an 

economic perspective. For us all violences have been concentrated against 

our communities, our people and our bodies, and it is all coming from an 

economic interest of domination of our territories. It is perpetrated by the 

guerrilla, paramilitary and the state. There is a lot of wealth in the Afro-
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descendants territories which promote the military development of armed 

actors and policies of the state. 

 

This statement is a clear demand for the end of colonial practices, including the end to 

the militarisation of women’s territories bodies-lands. Despite the violence, women 

continue to be connected to their territories in different ways, either by resisting in place 

as outlined above, or by supporting their territories through activism.  

 

8.3 Activism and Political Influence 

 

One of the major themes emerging from the interviews is the use of the term incidencia 

política. The term means political influence in relation to the state. Collectively, 

incidencia política is viewed by most national social movements of rural women as one 

of their main objectives. At the same time, political influence has become a significant 

challenge for rural women’s organisations due to various systemic obstacles. The Mesa 

de Incidencia Política de las Mujeres Rurales Colombianas, which was formed to discuss 

and propose the Rural Women’s Law 731, was one of the major national initiatives 

organised to foster incidencia: 

 

Mesa de Incidencia: We have been promoting women’s participation, the 

development of proposals, the political influence, the dialogue and 

negotiation with the government. So we have been involved in the 

development of the agrarian laws, the agrarian order, the rural women’s law 

… We do this work because we are committed to the countryside, because 

the peace needs to be with all the illegal groups. 

 

According to interviewees from Oxfam Colombia, their organisation has facilitated the 

work of the Mesa de Incidencia in fostering incidencia política. They expressed the view 

that this platform has rendered rural women visible as well as facilitated the forging of 

important political alliances across the country. 

 

Arguably, the political influence initiatives commenced with rural women’s decision to 

become politically active, and therefore build a collective voice with their comrades. 

During the interviews, I asked women what they thought were the consequences of 

becoming politically active. They highlighted the different layers of their activism on a 

personal and community level.  
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PCN: At a personal level, there is a personal growth that places you in a 

dimension where you can make sense of your world and your role in it … The 

political activity takes you out of an individuality, of thinking of yourself for 

yourself, as you start recognising yourself in others and their needs … The 

PCN is my life project and is part of myself, so there are complex personal 

implications because you put all your energy and effort, but financially you 

do not get anything. So the majority of the PCN members have to have a job 

and be activists at the same time … 

 

While they nominated positive dimensions of political engagement, interviewees also 

noted that one of the most prevalent consequences of being politically active for rural 

women in Colombia is being subjected to violence and forced displacement. This was 

exemplified in an anecdote shared by the representative of the Mesa de Incidencia: 

 

Mesa de Incidencia: Well, you are talking to a widow. There are many 

consequences like permanent threats. I have been displaced seven times from 

different regions. They have hit me in the street here in Bogotá. I have had 

three attempts of kidnapping. Other women have been kidnapped because of 

me. They are exiled now … My partner was assassinated a long time ago. 

 

Both the reality and potential of violence exacts a significant emotional and embodied 

cost on women’s lives.  

 

Observing what she saw occurring across the country, the Casa de la Mujer spokesperson 

explained that the root of the violence against women leaders is embedded in traditional 

gender stereotypes that deny women’s visibility as political subjects: 

 

Casa de la Mujer: In terms of safety, there are very big challenges. I think that 

to challenge the gender stereotypes that women have in a context that is so 

traditional like Colombia where the principal leaders and those recognised in 

public spaces are men, position us as a target. So we are constantly targeted 

by people who do not agree that women should have a political role, or 

influence policy in a state level, or denounce what is happening to women in 

this country … And it is not only in the context of the armed conflict, but we 

also talk about the fact that the state needs to pay attention to femicides and 

look at it from a societal point of view … 

 

Despite the negative consequences of activism, all leaders maintained that these were 

immaterial when considered against the positive outcomes that could be achieved through 

communitarian struggle to contest patriarchy, classism, and racism, and to create systemic 

change. 
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Importantly, all of the organisations involved in the research have had significant 

achievements in their advocacy for and with rural women. Illustrative of this achievement 

was the implementation of the Agrarian Law 160 that created subsidies for the acquisition 

of land for the rural population. However, as interviewees reflected, the efforts of their 

organisations to create political change is curtailed by the failure of government to engage 

with the rural population of the country in a genuine and ongoing way. The process of 

peasant reserve zones (ZRC) by the ANZORC, which continues to develop, illustrates 

the lack of engagement by the state: 

 

ANZORC: The topic of ZRC is in the agrarian point of the Havana’s agenda, 

so we have all the process stuck while we wait for the negotiations to advance 

there. Of course, what we think is that this is an excuse of the government 

because the ZRC are constituted through the Law 160 and what they need to 

do is comply with the law … But we have continued to advance in the 

organising process … 

 

According to interviewees, aggravating the problem of the lack of compliance with laws 

is the state’s lack of capacity and will to deal with the rural population and especially 

rural women. The various social movements have called this phenomenon 

‘institutionalisation’.60 The activist from Casa de la Mujer discussed this issue during the 

interview: 

 

Casa de la Mujer: There is also the issue of institutionalisation, which is a 

structural challenge that is an obstacle for the guarantee of rights and our 

exercise as defendants of human rights … The institutions do not have the 

right tools to work with women … Especially in the rural areas because they 

find public employees that have no knowledge of their duties and 

responsibilities, so it is like talking to someone that does not know how to 

listen. 

 

Notably, participants asserted that it is not just that government organisations are 

institutionalised, but that they are also patriarchal. The Amazonian representative of the 

ONIC described how patriarchy and institutionalisation intersect in relation to the 

government aid for malnutrition in her territory: 

 

ONIC: On the topic of malnutrition in our territory, the government, the 

organisations and the laws decide the management of the resources of the 

state for our children. They do not take into account that, as women, we have 

not been able to access those resources because it has to be through 

                                                 
60 In Spanish: institucionalidad.  
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organisations that are usually run by men … And what outrages me is that 

when men are managing the resources, they are not using them for wellbeing, 

but asking for their quota or participation. 

 

As she continued to elaborate on this theme, the ONIC leader labelled national aid 

programs directed at the children in rural communities (i.e. Familias en Acción) 

ethnocentric and sexist. She argued that while women should be given autonomy in these 

programs to decide on what is best for their children, they are marginalised: 

 

ONIC: We have seen so many cases of children that get into the government 

programs and they gain weight but then in a month puff!  … Because these 

are not programs that take into account how children eat in their homes … In 

our context we make them a fresh fish stew from the fishing of that day, but 

in the centres they give them paiche [Amazonian fish] meat that is frozen for 

a month or 15 days, so it does not have the same substance as fresh fish.  

 

The increasing institutionalisation, combined with lack of knowledge about Colombia’s 

diverse rural populations, have real consequences for communities like those in the 

Amazon. As a result of neoliberal development, they have been adversely affected by 

poverty. In turn, this affects the political influence of organised political groups, including 

the ONIC.  

 

 

 

 

8.4 Rural Women’s Law 731 

 

As outlined in Chapter Five, a Rural Women’s Law was proposed in Colombia in 2002. 

The law was the culmination of an enormous organising process of thousands of women 

in Colombia in the Mesa de Incidencia Política de las Mujeres Rurales Colombianas (see 

Gutiérrez 2003). The law has radical potential in that if it were operationalised, the 

Ministry for Agriculture would devote 30 per cent of their budget to rural women. 

However, since its enactment, only two of the articles of the law have been implemented. 

Understandably, there is considerable discontent among leaders of rural women’s social 

movements about the fact that there has been a lack of political will from the state in 

relation to the law. 

 

Mesa de Incidencia: We know that women constitute more than 51 per cent 

of the population of Colombia, but the government is not going to give us 50 
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per cent of its budget. The rural sector only gets 4 per cent of the national 

budget … This is a country full of laws, but these laws are not being complied 

with … 

 

Numerous impediments remain to advancing the Rural Women’s Law. In March 2016, I 

attended a public meeting on the accountability of the law. The meeting was attended by 

women leaders from all over the country who travelled from their territories to gather in 

Bogotá to demand compliance of the law. They exposed the lack of resources and political 

will of the current government to operationalise the law. The Minister for Agriculture, 

while invited, did not attend. This experience can be conceptualised as an act of epistemic 

violence that demonstrates the government’s lack of political will in relation to rural 

women’s issues. During the interview with the leader of San Isidro, who addressed the 

crowd at the meeting, I asked how she felt about that particular day: 

 

San Isidro: There were two sensations. First, I felt disappointed, to see that 

those who were invited did not come, and that what they brought was not the 

report they had to bring … That was really disappointing … But I also felt 

really good because I could see that there is a movement and that we are going 

to keep working. 

 

That feeling of hope resonated in the room. However, it is very concerning that 

government is continuing to ignore rural women’s political agenda and to overlook the 

high personal cost voicing this agenda has for them. While there is a legislative 

requirement that the different gendered and territorial experiences of rural women are 

taken into account by the state, this is being ignored. The leader of ASODEMUC 

ruminated on what she believed to be the core factor behind the dearth of state resolve to 

address the needs of rural women: 

 

ASODEMUC: I think it is the neoliberal model that does not allow … We 

find an institutionalisation that is closed, and it is not because they do not 

open their offices but because the government officials have a complete lack 

of awareness … We have an indolent society that is not interested in the 

situation of rural women … There is an economic interest that prevails over 

the rights, even the right for life. 

 

It is thus important to denounce the lack of political will to comply with the legislations 

proposed by rural women in the country. This is embedded within a larger issue of 

colonial practices that undermine rural women and that is manifest in the government 

institutions.  
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8.5 Post-Peace Accord: Tensions and Hopes 

 

The testimonies of the leaders who are organising resistance with rural women in 

Colombia illustrate the complex situation in which the peace accord with the FARC is 

being implemented. The themes of women’s differentiated experiences of patriarchy and 

proposals for gender equality, women’s territory body-land struggles, and women’s 

multi-faceted advocacy work and political activism, are particularly important to take into 

account in what is a moment of significant historical change in Colombia. Interviewees’ 

anguish, fear and anxiety in the months leading up to the implementation of the agreement 

are now being realised across the country. Since day one of the implementation of the 

peace accord, violence against rural leaders and activists has been steadily rising, with 

over 70 social leaders assassinated (Pacifista 2017). 

 

Interviewees explained that the accord has not led to peace in rural areas because the root 

of the social conflict has not been addressed. CLOC/Fensuagros’s leader stated bluntly 

that there is no ‘post-conflict’ situation in Colombia, and, in fact, militarisation would 

continue, as would ‘social confrontation’, because deep socio-economic issues not only 

remain, but have been aggravated by government policies. With a sense of considerable 

frustration, she observed: 

 

CLOC/Fensuagro: We believe that social confrontation is going to rise … 

Right now, everything that the National Development Plan says is contrary 

to what is being discussed in the Havana … The government is not interested 

in resolving the social conflict. The Free Trade Agreements are going to 

deepen because now they are going to be able to extract natural resources 

without any problem. So the challenges we have now are much bigger. 

 

Like the leader of CLOC/Fensuagro, the representative from ASODEMUC asserted that 

the countryside would be the site of ongoing conflict in the post-conflict landscape, 

because it is a space where social and economic marginalisation are deeply manifest. She 

posited that in the new environment, social movements focused on addressing the position 

of rural women would need to be even more politically active. She ruminated on the 

gender questions that her organisation had begun to ask in light of the accord: 

 

ASODEMUC: Who is the problem? Is it those who arrive? Is it us who are 

there already?  … We live in a country where there is an unresolved social 

conflict … So all if us need to contribute and commit … I think what we need 

to do in the territory is to continue our commitments to sustain the family and 

to construct society and community in the post-conflict period. 
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In spite of the concerning context, rural women continue to resist from their territories 

with hope, embodying and agitating for political change. Illustrative of this optimism 

were comments from Mujer Fariana’s, and ANZORC’s representatives:  

 

Mujer Fariana: We have hope that the government is going to comply with 

their commitments. It is the state’s responsibility to guarantee the safety … 

of any political party or social movement that wants to participate in the 

transformation of Colombia. 

 

ANZORC: I think we are going to be protagonists of the peace … because 

we are tired of this war!  … We want the money invested in war to be used 

for peace … So we can construct the country that we have always dreamed 

of … 

 

The PCN woman leader, like other women working in well-established organisations in 

the country, argued that the fight against patriarchal and racist structures must continue 

in the post-accord period: 

 

PCN: We really need to evaluate and discuss the post-accord period because 

the conflict does not finish with this agreement with the FARC. We continue 

to have war in the territories with other armed groups … So one thing that we 

need to take into account is that women have been central to the resistance of 

territories … So we have a lot to contribute in terms of reconciliation and the 

reconstruction of the social and cultural fabric. Also, we must make ourselves 

visible because at the level of Afro-descendants in Colombia the political 

presence is mainly masculine. 

 

This quotation reveals that Afro-Colombian women are both fighting within their 

communities and organisations to end patriarchy, and fighting more broadly as part of a 

fight for territory body-land. It demonstrates that in the post-accord period it is important 

that women’s political activism be strengthened and a territorial focus brought to bear on 

this activism. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has detailed the interrelated and multiple causes of Colombia’s social 

conflict. It has highlighted issues such as the institutionalisation of feminism, violence 

against women’s bodies, structural racism, sexism and neoliberal development. The lack 

of political will of the state to address these problems has also been emphasised. In spite 

of the many challenges they face, rural women are organising to resist and contest social, 
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economic and political inequality. They are initiating change through initiatives directed 

at parity, food sovereignty and land tenure, and by placing their bodies at the frontline of 

politics. 

 

It is imperative that women in the world committed to social change open their hearts and 

minds to the ideas of liberation that rural women are proposing from their own 

communities and cosmovisions. This process is important to generate new dialogue 

between colonial and settler spaces, urban and rural spaces, and academic and community 

spaces. It is also critical to existing territorial struggles of the body and the land, and to 

the creation of new alliances that resist the institutionalisation and neoliberalisation of 

feminism. In the peace process implementation with the FARC in Colombia, the voices 

of rural women need to be heard, not only as victims but as agents and political subjects.  
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CHAPTER NINE:  

‘Another World is Possible’: Concluding Thoughts 

 

During several sessions of the ‘Gender, Feminisms and its Contributions to the Social 

Sciences’ working group during the 2017 Latin American Sociology Conference (ALAS) 

in Uruguay, feminists, activists and academics denounced the new forms of colonialism 

that are affecting poor women and de(s)colonial resistances across the region. Many of 

the themes I have detailed in this thesis echoed around the room. For example, 

participants asserted that across Latin America, feminisms are being neutralised by 

international aid organisations and conservative politics, while institutionalised and 

neoliberal feminisms are affecting the grassroots political action of women (i.e. Gargallo 

Celentani 2014; González 2017). Also condemned were the many manifestations of 

violence against women’s bodies in the region (i.e. Cabnal 2015). Additionally, there was 

a common denouncement around the resurgence of religious fundamentalism and 

conservative politics in the region (i.e. Brusco 1995; Toro 2016; González 2017). Further 

to these claims, colleagues asserted that the discourse around human rights is not 

sufficient to destabilise capitalism and neoliberalism (i.e. Hernández 2014). 

 

Notably, what feminist scholars have witnessed occurring in Latin America has been 

similarly detailed in studies of other countries in the Global South. For example, in their 

analysis of India, Batliwala and Dhanraj (2004) expose the resurgence of religious 

fundamentalism, the promulgation of conservatism, and the continuing hegemony of 

neoliberalism. Moreover, they link these forces to a range of inequalities, arguing that 

they have increased poor women’s workloads, submerged them in debt, and neutralised 

their political activism.  

 

In this thesis, I have explored some of the contentions given voice at the ALAS 

conference through the lens of de(s)colonial feminisms, and via the specific context of 

neoliberal rural Colombia. I have challenged the institutionalisation of feminism, 

problematised aid and tourism through experiences of place, narrated the different forms 

of violence that women’s bodies confront in the everyday, and criticised the state’s lack 

of political will to support rural women’s struggles. I have presented another way of 

engaging with the global rural in order to bring place-based and embodied resistances and 
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negotiations to the fore. This de(s)colonial and place-based approach is important, 

because it contributes to the resistances to end patriarchy, racism, ethnocentrism, and new 

forms of colonialism that affect the majority of the population in the world, especially 

rural women in the Global South.  

 

9.1 Return to Research Questions 

 

This doctoral research had three main aims. The first aim was to document and validate 

the labour of Colombian campesina women. This objective was particularly important as 

it entailed the participatory component of this research. From a methodology embedded 

in feeling-thinking, my aim was to open up a dialogue among women and the community 

around the labour and lives of campesinas. Through focus groups and the photographic 

exhibitions undertaken in each rural town, I engaged in a conversation with campesina 

women and facilitated a dialogue between them as a group, and within the broader 

communities of which they are part. The second aim was to explore the organised and 

informal resistances and negotiations of rural women in Colombia. The combination of 

testimonies and stories of space, place, and organised resistances compiled in this thesis, 

brought to light the complexity of agency and structure that rural women negotiate in 

rural Colombia. The final aim of this research was to re-signify place as a site of resistance 

and negotiation. The women’s narratives unveil the politics of place, its relationship with 

territory and body, and the progressive politics that are being proposed and enacted from 

the rural territories of Colombia to contest neoliberal globalisation. Important to this 

discussion was Colombia’s history, which is marked by territorial struggles, violence, 

racism, patriarchy and poverty.  

 

Ultimately, this thesis reveals that rural women are not passive subjects of the global 

rural. They do not need liberating. Rather, they need to be recognised as autonomous 

political subjects who are capable of enacting change in their territories and, in turn, 

shaping the global rural. These findings contribute to the construction of another world. 

This is a world which challenges the orthodoxies of neoliberal globalisation. Therefore, 

it is imperative that as scholars we become allies in the project of deconstructing and 

de(s)colonising knowledge, feelings and experiences.  
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9.2 Contributions of the Research  

 

The rationale of this research was born from my own preoccupations as a middle-class 

urban mestiza woman who has been highly privileged by the intersecting identities that 

have resulted from the colonisation of Latin America. Through feeling-thinking and an 

engagement with descolonial feminisms, I questioned this privilege.  

 

I began this thesis with two quotations by descolonial feminists Lorena Cabnal and 

Francesca Gargallo Celentani. The first quotation by Cabnal (cited in Gargallo Celentani 

2014: 17) calls for the ‘conscious construction’ of feminisms being proposed from the 

territories and cosmovisions of Indigenous, campesina and rural women. This contention 

emphasises the need for a genuine dialogue among feminists of the world. On the other 

hand, Gargallo Celentani (2014: 44-45) critiques hegemonic feminisms for silencing the 

resistances of women of colour, and for being complicit in the discourses of neoliberal 

progress. She argues that this version of feminism is one that is deployed to ‘govern 

women’.  

 

The contentions in the opening quotations resonated deeply with the stories and struggles 

that rural women in Colombia shared with me during this research. Therefore, I see this 

thesis as the start of a genuine dialogue that destabilises hegemonic feminisms, and opens 

up new paths to construct another world in which rural women are political agents, and 

colonial practices are countered. This is a critical historical moment in Colombia. A peace 

accord with the FARC-EP has been signed and national elections are forthcoming. 

Conservative and religious politics have gained currency, and violence in the territories 

continues (González 2017; Pacifista 2017). At this juncture in the nation’s history, it is 

imperative that rural women’s voices be heard. Thus, there is an urgency to address and 

feeling-think the place-based experiences and claims emerging from the rural territories 

in the country.  

 

9.2.1 Working with Campesinas: Political Relevance 

 

As Chapter Four demonstrates, defining the peasantry is complex given that this is a 

group that is heterogeneous and given meaning through place and territory. Different 

historical and political contexts define the peasant population of each country and region 

in Latin America. In Colombia, campesinxs have faced state abandonment, violence, 

displacement, United States intervention, societal stigmatisation, lack of access to land 
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rights, and recently, dramatic climate change. They have responded by organising in rural 

organisations, rallying for food sovereignty, protesting against the state’s abandonment, 

accessing political positions, and creating autonomous communities. Overall, the debates 

around the peasantry reveal that when this term is engaged, it should be done with a 

nuanced understanding of the localising and contextualising factors that give it meaning 

(Owen 2005). 

 

As a group, the campesinx population has not been recognised by the Colombian state as 

subjects with rights and as people with historical and cultural specificities (see Duarte 

2017). Although the 1991 Constitution in Colombia recognised Indigenous and Afro-

Colombians as subjects with rights, peasants were not identified as such (Ordóñez Gómez 

2012). There is only a small mention of agrarian workers in the constitution. This has 

impacted peasants’ access to land ownership and limited the construction of peasant 

territories. In addition, when the next national census is undertaken this year in Colombia, 

the state will not count campesinxs as a category. This is despite numerous petitions 

calling for recognition of the peasantry (Duarte 2017). Although categorisation might 

seem like a problematic issue conceptually, politically it is necessary for individuals and 

communities to access specific rights, and to pose demands that are necessary for their 

wellbeing. As the discussion of the Peasant Reserve Zones (ANZORC) in Chapter Eight 

demonstrated, peasants are actively working to destabilise their invisibility, but they 

continue to face institutional challenges. 

 

While campesina women are subject to discrimination because they are ‘peasants’, they 

are also subject to discrimination because they are ‘women’ and ‘women of colour’. 

Therefore, in addition to the continuing epistemic violence that campesinxs face as a 

population in Colombia due to being ‘invisible’ subjects, campesina women’s lives are 

intersected by experiences of machismo and racism that are prevalent in the country. 

Additionally, campesina women’s identities are inflected by class, race, ethnicity, and 

other social locations, which creates further inequalities. As a result of the multiple forms 

of discrimination they face, campesina women as a group remain under-researched 

nationally and globally (see the exclusion of campesina women as subjects in Forero 

Álvarez et al. 2010). 

 

The context explained above is why I decided to work with campesina women in 

Colombia. I was politically motivated to undertake research which would render their 
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lives and labour visible, valid and respected. Moreover, the two fieldwork sites, marked 

by distinct historical territorial experiences of place and the non-human, unveiled the 

complexity of the Colombian countryside. Thus, what I have presented is just a beginning 

sketch of the experiences of campesina women in Colombia. This is a heterogeneous 

group of the population. Future research could focus on exploring further complexities 

and differences in the lives of rural women in the Colombian countryside.  

 

9.2.2 Working with Entanglement 

 

Descolonial feminists conceptualise their struggle as a process that is alive, playing with 

the entanglement of theories, testimonies and resistances (Millán et al. 2014). They 

question how to develop our own thinking, taking into account theories that exist, but also 

thinking from the new. Working with the notion of entanglement, this research engaged 

with the idea of the global rural (Woods 2007), as well as the literature from feminist 

geographies, while retaining its heart within de(s)colonial feminisms. In rural 

geographical scholarship from the Global North and Global South, scholars have 

challenged ideas of rurality as singular and homogenous, while feminist rural geographers 

have continued to argue for the importance of place to conceptualise gendered 

experiences and resistances (i.e. Gorman-Murray, Pini and Bryant 2013; Graham 2002; 

Little 2002). Alongside this scholarship, de(s)colonial feminists have advocated for a 

focus on local experiences (i.e. Millán et al. 2014), and have called for deconstructing 

colonial understandings of place-based experiences of women of colour (i.e. Mohanty 

1988; Gargallo Celentani 2014).  

 

Through this entanglement of theories, I have explored the relational forces that construct 

the global rural. By deconstructing Woods’ (2007: 485) ‘global countryside’ through a 

de(s)colonial and feminist approach, I have revealed how peasant livelihoods, informal 

labour and organising sustain neoliberal projects, such as new export crops. I have also 

revealed, that as a result of colonial practices that persist, violence is another 

characteristic of the ‘global countryside’, as experienced by rural populations in the 

Global South. Through an exploration of the everyday of campesinas, local forces that 

construct the ‘global countryside’ were brought to the fore, creating a different narrative 

of globalisation. This narrative demonstrated that rural women are negotiating and 

enacting change to contest patriarchy, and to contribute to a larger fight to overcome 

social inequality. This is important as campesina women have often been conceptualised 
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as failed subjects of globalisation. In this positioning, their significant contributions to 

the family unit and to their communities have been ignored. These stories contest victim 

narratives of rural women from the Global South that portray them as ‘in need of saving’ 

through their inclusion in precarious working conditions in agroindustries or tourism 

projects, and/or through foreign aid, which do not take into account women’s autonomy 

and experiences of place and territory.  

 

By taking on the entanglement of conceptual frameworks of place-based approaches 

advocated by de(s)colonial and geographical researchers, I have demonstrated that the 

countryside continues to be a contested space, constructed by heterogeneous experiences 

of place. In particular, I have revealed that place is differently experienced by women. 

For example, I have exposed how the home, the kitchen, the garden and the stove are not 

inherently disempowering for women, as argued by hegemonic urban feminisms that 

have ignored the heterogeneity of experiences of rural women in the Global South (see 

also Christie 2006; Wardrop 2006; Robson 2006). At the home garden, campesina 

women continue to plant and to grow food for their subsistence, and in support of FS 

struggles, resisting a neoliberal system that marginalises peasant economies. In the 

kitchen, rural women build community and pass on knowledge. Importantly, rural 

women’s stories align with the testimonies of leaders of rural social movements in 

Colombia, whose proposals for food sovereignty involve an emphasis on local autonomy, 

food security, equitable land access, and people’s sovereignty.  

 

At the same time as the domestic space may offer rural women productive possibilities, 

it is also where patriarchy is entrenched. This thesis has demonstrated that rural women 

respond to machismo in the home with awareness, reflexivity and agency. For example, 

women address unequal gender relations by organising community networks in their 

veredas, talking with their partners and working collectively. Women’s negotiations in 

place are also manifest in the progressive politics and actions of social movements 

dedicated to rural women in Colombia. As Chapter Eight revealed, these movements have 

advanced claims for rural women’s parity and/or complementarity with men.  

 

In tracing the trajectories of places through stories of ‘thens and there’ and ‘here and now’ 

(Massey 2005: 140) in Chapter Seven, I explored multiplicities that constitute the spaces 

and histories of the countryside. This approach has the potential to map how social 

inequality is felt and lived in the everyday. As I demonstrated, colonial practices continue 
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to reproduce in the lives of young rural women who move to the city, as they are 

employed in precarious conditions and struggle to access quality education. The spatial 

approach I adopted contributes to the argument in de(s)colonial work that colonialism is 

a modern phenomenon that concerns not only possessive logics to control territories and 

land, but also bodies (see Moreton-Robinson 2015).  

 

In light of the continuing experiences of colonisation, activist Lorena Cabnal (2015) has 

proposed the concept of territorio cuerpo-tierra, which connects women’s bodies to their 

territories and their lands. By taking on this concept to explore rural women’s lives in 

Colombia, I have revealed how women have been very dramatically and differently 

affected by forms of violence associated with armed conflict. Therefore, if the state is to 

genuinely repair these wounds, it needs to begin from an understanding that women 

experience war and territory differently. 

 

The concept of territory body-land has also contributed to the construction of narratives 

around women’s connection to nature and their reactions to climate change. At the 

communal, national and global levels, rural women continue to be at the forefront of 

resistance to extractive and damaging logics that are affecting their territories. They 

recycle, plant organic, organise community and familial gardens, advocate agro-ecology, 

protest large mining projects, and promote food sovereignty inititatives to educate their 

communities, while continuing to sustain life in the everyday. Their connection to nature, 

through the territory body-land, is intimately connected to their fight for parity and against 

patriarchal relations in their households, communities, and on a national level.  

 

9.2.3 Towards De(s)colonising Feminisms  

 

A key dimension of this thesis was a commitment to de(s)colonising feminisms and to 

denouncing the colonial practices of hegemonic feminisms. I have outlined how the 

institutionalisation of feminism has affected the territorial struggles of women of colour 

in Colombia. It is a feminism that: 

 

Has institutionalised the discontent, and avoided the retainment of autonomy 

of the feminist movement and its capacity to use its own resources for life and 

for reorganising its objectives in an always changing social scenery in order 

to pose its alternatives (Gargallo Celentani 2014: 44-45).  

For instance, in Chapter Eight, the Amazonian women from the ONIC explained that 

patriarchy, racism, institutionalisation and bureaucracy impede their autonomy and 
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capacity to feed their children, because state aid programs do not take into account their 

historical experiences of territory body-land. Moreover, hegemonic feminism ‘uses some 

global public policies that tend to force women to a supposed individual liberation, 

masculinising their interests in the public sphere and within a capitalist system that is 

publicised as the only way possible’ (Gargallo Celentani 2014: 44-45). This is evidenced 

by the lack of will of the state to listen to and to act on the progressive politics proposed 

by rural women. These politics aim to promote parity in order to end patriarchy, recognise 

the intersecting identities of rural women in Colombia, provide genuine and equitable 

access to land, acknowledge territorial autonomy, and end all forms of violence against 

women’s bodies. Rural women’s agendas do not align with hegemonic ideas of 

development that posit incorporating poor women into the neoliberal market is ‘good for 

business, and for their liberation’ (see Batliwala and Dhanraj 2004).  

 

While rural women’s voices have been marginalised by hegemonic feminisms, they have 

not been silenced. The Rural Women’s Law 731 exemplifies the effort of Colombian rural 

women to denounce patriarchy, racism and classism. Rural women have forged alliances 

throughout the country, establishing and supporting social movements while continuing 

to resist in their territories with their bodies at the forefront. In Colombia during the peace 

accord and post-accord period, they have been outspoken and visible in promoting peace 

that takes into account specific histories and experiences of place. They have condemned 

the armed conflict in their territories bodies-land and advocated for addressing the social 

conflict caused by inequality that persists in the country (i.e. Mujeres por la Paz) (Beriro 

2017). Overall, by making visible these struggles, this thesis contributes to a changing 

narrative of rural women’s resistance and visibility in the countryside. Moreover, it 

destabilises the claims of hegemonic feminisms at a transnational level by arguing that 

feminism is not merely a gender matter.  

 

 

 

 

9.2.4 Feeling-Thinking Research  

 

This research was a feminist, de(s)colonial, visual and participatory project undertaken 

within an epistemological framework of feeling-thinking. I do not purport that there is 

only one way of doing feeling-thinking research, but rather argue that bringing the heart 
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to the centre of academic enquiry opens up possibilities to do research that is more aligned 

to the cosmovisions of the participants (see Escobar 2014). The process of feeling-

thinking research starts from the questioning of our own ‘truths’. López Intzín (2013) 

contends that we must feeling-think and feeling-know ourselves as humans. Then, we can 

unthink the system and undertake research in another way. I have found that feminist 

methodologies align with this process in that they give researchers the tools of reflexivity 

and positionality to question privilege, whiteness, representation and intersectionality in 

the everyday. It is then that methods such as focus groups, photo-elicitation, and creative 

exhibitions that promote participation and collaboration seem appropriate to do feeling-

thinking and feminist research. While focus groups were employed in this research to 

promote collaboration and the collective construction of knowledge, visual methods were 

engaged as a tool to research those aspects of rural women’s lives that are often taken for 

granted, and to connect and to engage publicly with participants and communities. This 

was illustrated in this research through the process of organising the photographic 

exhibitions with participants in each community (see Appendix F).  

 

The epistemological and practical aspects of the methodology reveal the importance of 

undertaking embodied, place-based research in the rural context. In this respect, this 

thesis contributes to the literature of how researchers ‘perform and enact rural 

geographies’ (Woods 2010: 835), highlighting the importance of the body and place for 

meaning-making processes (Bryant and Livholts 2007; Rodriguez Castro 2017). For 

example, through veredeando and/or walking, I understood the embodied experiences of 

place for participants and the role of the non-human in place. Further, by talking and 

listening, I understood the constructed meanings of place and space, such as the farm, the 

vereda and the relational countryside. Additionally, the photographic exhibitions 

promoted public engagement and facilitated the creation of collaborative knowledge that 

demonstrated that campesina women in Colombia are ‘berracas’, while promoting a 

dialogue within the communities and rendering visible women’s labour.  

 

9.3 Future Research: Feeling-Thinking in the Neoliberal University 

 

Taking on the journey towards de(s)colonising research has been a personal, political and 

intellectual endeavour that has troubled the way I understand my own body, my feminist 

politics, and my engagement with knowledge and its reproduction. De(s)colonial research 

does not offer a linear path. Rather, this epistemology challenges scholars to question and 
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to critique every aspect of research so that the process is messy, entwined and uneven. I 

have been able to resolve the questions I had in relation to how to change dominant 

pathologising narratives about campesina women and how to promote dialogue with rural 

women; I have done so by forging heartfelt research relationships. On the other hand, the 

research process has generated a series of new questions that gesture towards areas for 

future investigation.  

 

The main questions that emerged as I reflected on this project’s journey are underpinned 

by the reality that, increasingly, universities in the Global North and South are embedded 

within a neoliberal context that demands fast-paced and quantifiable research outputs 

(Lucal 2015; Bunds and Giardina 2017). While undertaking my doctorate, I was faced 

with the demand to finish under a three-year deadline. I was also questioned on the length 

of the eight months of fieldwork, the ‘risky’ fieldwork sites, and the non-linear approach 

to the research. As I reflect on the ethical and practical limitations of the academic 

context, I question whether we can genuinely engage in de(s)colonial research within the 

current academic contexts.  

 

Indeed, even the three years I was given for the doctorate and the eight months of 

fieldwork seemed too little time to meet the demands of a truly engaged community-

based study. Throughout the research, I continually questioned whether my approach was 

sufficiently ‘participatory’ given the limitations of time. I also queried whether I could 

genuinely deconstruct the colonial knowledge that had permeated my own academic 

career. From these ruminations emerge three questions that could usefully inform future 

work: Can we create long-lasting alliances that support the projects of the communities 

in which we work? Can universities genuinely support de(s)colonial projects that require 

the resources and critique of the same systems in which the institutions are embedded? 

From the academic world, how can we become allies to contest the neoliberalisation and 

institutionalisation of resistance?  

 

In reflecting on the questions above, and taking into account that neoliberal globalisation 

is a project, I believe that there are possibilities to continue on the journey of de(s)colonial 

feminist research. Indeed, local resistances to de(s)colonise academia and universities are 

being enacted all over the world (see Sousa Santos 2010). As academics, we need to forge 

alliances with those involved in these resistances. We need to trouble the neoliberal (racist 

and patriarchal) university system in the everyday (see Ahmed 2017). We also need to 
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engage in a de(s)colonial dialogue between the academic worlds of the Global North and 

South, where there continues to be a gap in genuine collaboration. This is problematic 

when, as Johnson (2008: 567) explains, there is a need for critical research emerging from 

‘non-central locations’ that can produce a body of work that includes global intersections 

while also unveiling new ‘gendered spaces’, ‘transnational perspectives’ and new forms 

of ‘political interventions’.  

 

As academics, we need to move beyond our offices and into the communities in which 

resistance to neoliberal globalisation is being lived and experienced in different ways. In 

doing this, we must find spaces within the institutions to do research that requires time, 

to question our privileges, and to co-construct genuine dialogues with the people that 

matter to us. Notably, participatory and social change projects require spending long 

periods of time immersed in the field in order to contest colonial logics of the ‘white 

saviour’ who comes to ‘rescue poor women’ from patriarchy. Thus, it is imperative to 

support projects that are being born in the territories and are already happening within the 

community’s own cosmovisions – to become allies. As Espino et al. (2012: 349) counsel, 

it is about ‘finding the coincidences and unprecedented alliances that today represent an 

opportunity to share transforming activities’. On a personal level, we need to feeling-

think our relationship to research participants and communities. Only then will it be 

possible for us to think from the new. 

 

In light of the current debates in Latin America outlined in the introduction to this chapter, 

there are several paths for future feminist de(s)colonial inquiry. For instance, research 

could focus on supporting parity initiatives by including men and women in participatory 

projects. Such projects should take into account that social equality is not only a gender 

endeavour, and attend to differences between groups of men and women. Future studies 

of the global rural could also trace the next generation’s trajectories of place and space 

that, in Latin America, is often leading to the cities. It is also important to explore new 

forms of colonisation with a territorial lens that considers the specificities of place in 

order to create knowledge that can propose and support alternative paths for communities. 

This could include tracing new forms of religious fundamentalism in a particular territory 

like the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in order to support Indigenous resistance in the 

context of new forms of colonisation (see Toro 2016). For example, in the specific context 

of Colombia, supporting the organisation of the Peasant Reserve Zones and women’s 

resistance within and beyond the organisation, could unveil alternative paths for rural 
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development and gender equality. More importantly, feminist research must continue to 

explore and support the diversity of women’s struggles and experiences while questioning 

the colonial history of the movement.  

 

Conclusion  

 

In calling for alliances that trouble neoliberal projects, I conclude this thesis by turning 

to the reality that there is an urgent need in Colombia to transform the situation of the 

rural population living in poverty. In the post-accord period, violence against social 

leaders, who are mainly located in rural areas, continues to rise, with over 70 people 

assassinated since day one of the accord (Pacifista 2017). The historical state alliance 

with neoliberal projects in industry such as in mining and tourism, and illegal territory 

control are having devastating consequences in the communities where the social conflict 

has been latent for years. As the current government continues to advance a neoliberal 

project, it ignores the violence that is happening in the territories bodies-lands. 

Concomitantly, there has been a resurgence of evangelisation in the rural areas of the 

country (Toro 2016), which has been connected to the rise of conservative political parties 

which have, in turn, attempted to obstruct the peace accord (González 2017).  

 

The rural women who participated in this research have been outspoken about the need 

for autonomy at a personal, territorial and community level. They are very reflexive about 

the government abandonment of the countryside, and continue to resist the multiple forms 

of violence they experience on a daily basis. They now demand a peace process that 

addresses their rights to sovereignty.  
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         GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
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                                                      18-Jun-2015 

 

 

Dear Miss Rodriguez Castro 

 

I write further to the additional information provided in relation 

to the provisional approval granted to your application for ethical 

clearance for your project "Full Review: From the Farm to the Photo 

Exhibition: Visualising Rural Women's Labour in the Colombian Neo-

Liberal Countryside" (GU Ref No: HUM/16/15/HREC). 

 

The additional information was considered by Office for Research. 

 

This is to confirm that this response has addressed the comments 

and concerns of the HREC. 

 

 

 

Consequently, you are authorised to immediately commence this 

research on this basis. 

 

The standard conditions of approval attached to our previous 

correspondence about this protocol continue to apply. 

 

Regards 

 

 

 

Rick Williams 

Manager, Research Ethics 

Office for Research 

Bray Centre,†N54 Room 0.15 Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

ph: 07 3735 4375 

fax: 07 373 57994 

email: rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 

web:  

 

Cc:  

 

Researchers are reminded that the Griffith University Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research provides guidance to researchers in 

areas such as conflict of interest, authorship, storage of data, & 

the training of research students. 

You can find further information, resources and a link to the 

University's Code by visiting 

http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%

20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf 

PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 

This email and any files transmitted with it are intended solely 

for the use of the addressee(s) and may contain information which 

is confidential or privileged. If you receive this email and you 

are not the addressee(s) [or responsible for delivery of the email 

to the addressee(s)], please disregard the contents of the email, 

delete the email and notify the author immediately 

 

 

Ethical Clearance Phase Two 

 
GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
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                                                      29-Jul-2015 

 

 

Dear Miss Rodriguez Castro 

 

I write further to your application for a variation to your 

approved protocol "Full Review: From the Farm to the Photo 

Exhibition: Visualising Rural Women's Labour in the Colombian Neo-

Liberal Countryside" (GU Ref No: HUM/16/15/HREC). This request has 

been considered by the Chair. 

 

The Chair resolved to approve the requested variation: 

 

Add a "new pool of participants consist[ing] of rural women 

activists who are part of NGOs and rural womenís organisations in 

Colombia (state and local)." This is a second phase to the original 

research and the "second phase will use in-depth interviews to 

examine the ways in which government and non-government 

organisations in Colombia have positioned peasant women in gender 

equality policies and programs and identify the implications of 

this positioning in the context globalisation."  

 

Copies provided of new written recruitment, participant information 

and consent materials and samples questions for the "in-depth 

interviews" in the phase 2 study. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: Approval is subject to the following conditions. 

 

1. Please provide written confirmation that participating 

organisations (i.e. identified in the ethics variation) have 

approved access to their staff, facilities, etc.  

 

2. Please clarify; will participating organisations identify staff 

who may wish to participate and provide them with the recruitment 

information on behalf of the researcher? This is the preferred 

method. Alternatively, if you will approach organisation staff 

individually, please outline how potential participants will be 

identified, how you will obtain their contact details and how will 

they be approached (e.g. telephone, email, letter) and recruited? 

 

3. Please clarify; in the consent form participants are asked to 

indicate "I consent to the name of the organisation being used in 

the reporting of the research." Please clarify; will this apply 

only to participants who are in a position to agree on behalf of 

the organisation (e.g. the CEO)? 

 

4. In the consent form participants are asked to indicate "I 

consent to the name of the organisation being used in the reporting 

of the research." Participants can also indicate "I do not consent 

to my real name being used in the reporting of the research. Please 

clarify; how will anonymity be protected for participants who agree 

to use of extracts from recordings but do not agree to use of their 

real name? 

 

 

This decision is subject to ratification at the next meeting of the 

HREC. However, you are authorised to immediately commence the 

revised project on this basis. I will only contact you again about 

this matter if the HREC raises any additional questions or comments 

about this variation. 
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Regards 

 

 

 

Rick Williams 

Manager, Research Ethics 

Office for Research 

Bray Centre,†N54 Room 0.15 Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

ph: 07 3735 4375 

fax: 07 373 57994 

email: rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 

web:  

 

Cc:  

 

Researchers are reminded that the Griffith University Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research provides guidance to researchers in 

areas such as conflict of interest, authorship, storage of data, & 

the training of research students. 

You can find further information, resources and a link to the 

University's Code by visiting 

http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%

20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf 

PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 

This email and any files transmitted with it are intended solely 

for the use of the addressee(s) and may contain information which 

is confidential or privileged. If you receive this email and you 

are not the addressee(s) [or responsible for delivery of the email 

to the addressee(s)], please disregard the contents of the email, 

delete the email and notify the author immediately 
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Information Sheet Phase One  

 

 
 
 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Chief Researcher: Prof. Barbara Pini 
Co-Supervisor: Assoc Prof. Sarah Baker 
Student Researcher: Laura Rodriguez Castro 
 
Purpose of this research 
 
This project is conducted by a student researcher as part of Griffith University’s (Australia) 
Doctor of Philosophy program. It seeks to examine, visualise and collaboratively conceptualise 
the working conditions and workload in women’s lives in rural Colombia where current neo-
liberal policies have affected small and medium peasant sectors. Through photography and 
interviews conducted in focus groups and a photographic exhibition the study will examine the 
particular context of Colombian rural women in specific through engaging participants in the 
research processes.  
 
The data of this research will be drawn from two case studies. These case studies will involve a 
range of methods: visual ethnography, focus groups and curating an exhibition. First, visual 
ethnography will involve the participant observation and photographic documentation of four 
women participant’s lives and routines in each town. Followed by each participant’s consent to 
certain photos that will be shared in the focus groups. This aims to visualise and recognise 
every sphere of rural women’s work that as a consequence of patriarchy in Colombia, 
establishes certain roles for women, especially in low-income contexts. In consequence, 
women’s work is commonly diminished, un-recognised or un-paid for. Second, focus groups 
involve the meeting of six women to discuss topics around their workload, their routines and 
their take on the changes happening in the countryside. Further, participants will choose 
important photographs and give phrases that will communicate their feelings and ideas that will 
be published anonymously along the photographs. This will be used as a tool to give 
participants a voice in the conceptualisation of their own work that this research aims to find out. 
Third, participants and researcher will organise a photographic exhibition with the data collected 
in previous stages that seeks to visualise and create a discussion in each community about 
women’s labour.  
 
Research procedure and what you will be asked to do 
 
You have been chosen to participate in this research because you live in the area of Toca, 
Boyacá or Minca, Magadalena. The research material will be collected in different periods 
starting with a 4-day period during the month of January/February or June 2016 with agreed 
dates and number of days taking into account participant’s availability. It will also involve a focus 
group, within four weeks following this period, to discuss the photos with five other participants 
taken during the first visit that the participant has given consent to. Focus groups will take place, 
where the participants agree to meet for their comfort and on a mutually agreed and convenient 
date. Finally, following the focus groups a second meeting could be organised, if participants 
are interested, in collaborating further in the organisation of a photographic exhibition that will 
open within two weeks after focus groups.  
 
Focus Groups 
Focus groups will take between 1.5 to 2 hours and will be recorded using an audio digital 
recorder. Recordings will be transcribed and translated to English. Transcripts of the interviews 
will be available by November 2016, if you request and can be sent via email to the local 
organisation* “INSERT NAME” which you can contact through phone number “INSERT 
NUMBER” or contact local mobile: 315 7872476 to access your transcript. Data will be used in 
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academic publications, presentations or exhibitions and by participating in the project you 
assign the researcher the right to publish the results.  
 
 
Photographs 
One of the main methods of the project will be photography and the outcome will be a 
photographic exhibition of the photos collected in the first part and anonymous quotes collected 
in the focus groups. The photographs in the exhibition document the lives and routines of four 
research participants that have given consent. You will have the option to keep any photograph 
that you like or the whole portfolio of prints. Photographs will be used in academic publications, 
presentations or exhibitions and by participating in the project you assign the researchers the 
rights to publish the images.  
 
Film 
Film will only be used during the opening of the photographic exhibition for those who are 
interested in contributing voluntarily to the research. The filmed material will be used in 
academic publications, presentations or exhibitions and by participating you assign the 
researchers the rights to publish.  
 
The expected benefits of the research 
The project will generate an understanding on the way rural women in Colombia experience and 
interpret their daily lives, labour, changes and routines. As such, it will document and 
acknowledge the workload, especially un-paid that is not identified and accountable by 
government institutions and at large by society making the local community aware of this issue.  
 
Furthermore, it aims to give participants and the community an opportunity to voice their 
concerns in terms of the changes the countryside is going through due to neo-liberalism. This 
will then be shared to a broader international and national community through academic and 
non-academic mediums like publications and exhibitions.  
 
By reflecting collaboratively with the participants narratives will be produced by both sides.  
 
Risks to you 
During the interviews in focus groups the nature of the questions will not create distress, as they 
are mainly descriptive and is up to you to answer any questions. The researcher will not pursue 
or pressure to discuss any sensitive topic to the participants only participating in the focus 
groups and will aim to give participants the lead for the discussion. Please remember you are 
allowed to withdraw at any time for the research. Mainly, questions will be based on discussions 
of the photographs in which you will describe and relate to the daily routines depicted and 
related issues like how the family contributes to the household chores, on the remuneration of 
your labour and how your life has changed in the last few years. Your answers to any of these 
questions can be as detailed or as general as you are comfortable with.  
 
For participants in part one: The research will not be contrary to the best interest of the 
participants. It is recognised that introducing a camera in a private environment like your house 
or workplace may cause some discomfort so this will only take place with your consent. 
Furthermore, during the previous period of observation any sensitive topics that the researcher 
and participants have talked about or identified and you don’t feel comfortable talking about 
them will not be discussed. You will be identifiable in the photos, please take special note of the 
section below ‘Your confidentiality’, which provides information about the extent to which others 
may be able to identify you as a participant in the research.  
 
Your participation is voluntary 
You have the right to choose whether or not to participate in the study. If you do choose to participate, 
you are free to withdraw at any time. Likewise, you may also refuse to answer some or all of the 
interview questions. 
 
Your confidentiality 
For participants in part one: This project seeks to explore and visualise all of women’s work. In order 
to ensure your work is properly acknowledged, you will be identified in publications, exhibitions and 
presentations arising from the project (unless you choose otherwise on the consent form). This means 
that third parties will be able to identify you by way of the photographs, and so it is important that you 
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keep this in mind, and also take the opportunity to look over photos before you consent to share this in 
the focus groups and with the community in the photo exhibition.  
 
For focus groups participants: Anonymity will be kept at all times and only the other 5 women 
participating in your focus group will be aware of your participation in the project. The phrases coming 
out as captions for the photo exhibitions will be published anonymously to protect your confidentiality.  
 
Data Storage All the data collected for this research (photos, audio recordings, researcher’s diary 
notes) will be stored in an online platform from Griffith University to make sure this data is secure. This 
information will be shared with the other researchers named above while on fieldwork to discuss 
preliminary results. Then, this data will be stored in this platform for at least five years and will be used 
by the student researcher for publication.  
 
Questions / further information 
If you have any further questions you may contact the student researcher, Laura Rodriguez Castro on 
any of these email address: laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / l.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au or 
personal mobile number 315 787 24 76. Alternatively, you can contact the local organisation or contact 
“INSERT NAME” on (PHONE NUMBER) and they will direct any questions to the research team.  
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of 
the research project, they should contact the contact the local organisation or contact “INSERT NAME” 
on (PHONE NUMBER) or the student researcher, Laura Rodriguez Castro on any of these email 
address: laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / l.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au (personal mobile 
number 315 787 24 76) and they will direct any questions to the Manager Research Ethics on 
(Australian Number) +61 7 373 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.  
 
Feedback to you 
Copies of reports/publications, photos and film can be requested from the project leader: Laura 
Rodriguez Castro, laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / l.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au (personal 
mobile number on 315 787 24 76 ) and participants are invited to contact her at any time to discuss the 
findings and results of the research. If contacting through email is not possible please the contact the 
local organisation or contact “INSERT NAME” on (PHONE NUMBER).  
 
Privacy statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified personal 
information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your identified personal information may 
appear in the publications/reports arising from this research. Any additional personal information 
collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be 
used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded, except 
where you have consented otherwise. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at: 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or Australian 
telephone +61 (07) 3735 5585. If you require a translation please contact the contact the local 
organisation or contact “INSERT NAME” on (PHONE NUMBER) or the student researcher, Laura 
Rodriguez Castro, laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / l.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au (personal 
mobile number on 315 787 24 76 ).  
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Information Sheet Phase Two  

 

 
 
 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Chief Researcher: Prof. Barbara Pini 
Co-Supervisor: Assoc Prof. Sarah Baker 
Student Researcher: Laura Rodriguez Castro 
 
Purpose of this research 
 
This project is conducted by a student researcher as part of Griffith University’s (Australia) 
Doctor of Philosophy program. This research aims to visualise, analyse and reconceptualise 
rural women’s labour in Colombia where current neoliberal policies have affected small and 
medium peasant sectors. Guided by postmodern ideas of feminist methodologies that seek to 
empower participants, shift power between researcher and participants and acknowledge 
difference, this research is based in two phases. The first phase will use visual methods and 
group interviews, as part of two ethnographic case studies of rural towns in Colombia (Minca 
and Toca). The study will draw on feminist research in Latin America while seeking to validate 
all the labour participants undertake in their everyday lives and recognise oppressions. The 
second phase will use in-depth interviews to examine the ways in which government and 
non-government organisations in Colombia have positioned peasant women in gender 
equality policies and programs and identify the implications of this positioning in the 
context globalisation. All of these, to consider how broader political changes are reshaping 
the Colombian countryside.  
 
You will be part of the second phase of this project as outlined in bold above.  
 
Research procedure and what you will be asked to do 
 
You have been chosen to participate in this research because you are part of an NGO, rural 
women’s organisation or agrarian group that is active. The research material will be collected 
through a semi-structured in-depth interview, undertaken by the student researcher at a 
mutually convenient time between January to August 2016.  
 
Interviews 
Interviews will take between 1.5 to 2 hours and will be recorded using an audio digital recorder. 
Recordings will be transcribed and translated to English. Transcripts of the interviews will be 
available by November 2016, if you request and can be sent via email. Please contact local 
mobile number of the student researcher: 315 7872476 or email: 
laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au to access your transcript. Data will be used in 
academic publications, presentations or exhibitions and by participating in the project you 
assign the researcher the right to publish the results.  
 
The expected benefits of the research 
The project will generate an understanding on the way rural women in Colombia experience and 
interpret their daily lives, labour, resistances, changes and routines. As such, it will document 
and acknowledge the workload (especially un-paid), struggles and resistances that are not 
identified and accountable by government institutions and at large by society creating 
awareness around this issue.  
 
Furthermore, it aims to give participants and the organisation an opportunity to voice their 
concerns in terms of the changes the countryside is going through due to neo-liberalism. This 
will then be shared to a broader international and national community through academic and 
non-academic mediums like publications.  
 
Risks to you 

mailto:laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au
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During the interviews the nature of the questions will not create distress and is up to you to 
answer any questions. The researcher will not pursue or pressure to discuss any sensitive topic 
to the participants and will aim to give you the lead for the discussion. Please remember you are 
allowed to withdraw at any time from the interview. Mainly, questions will be based on 
discussions around rural labour, rural (and peasant) women, your own activism and the neo-
liberal globalised context of Colombia. Your answers to any of these questions can be as 
detailed or as general as you are comfortable with.  
 
Your participation is voluntary 
You have the right to choose whether or not to participate in the study. If you do choose to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time. Likewise, you may also refuse to answer some 
or all of the interview questions. 
 
Your confidentiality 
Anonymity will be kept at all times, but please be aware a pseudonym will not ensure your anonymity 
and you are consenting to use the name of the organisation as an identifier. Be assured that the in-
depth interviews transcriptions will be published anonymously to protect your confidentiality.  
 
Data Storage  
All the data collected for this research (photos, audio recordings, researcher’s diary notes) will be stored 
in an online platform from Griffith University to make sure this data is secure. This information will be 
shared with the other researchers named above while on fieldwork to discuss preliminary results. Then, 
this data will be stored in this platform for at least five years and will be used by the student researcher 
for publication.  
 
Questions / further information 
If you have any further questions you may contact the student researcher, Laura Rodriguez Castro on 
any of these email address: laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au 
or personal mobile number 315 787 24 76.  
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of 
the research project, they should contact the student researcher, Laura Rodriguez Castro on any of 
these email address: laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au 
(personal mobile number 315 787 24 76) or to the Manager Research Ethics on (Australian Number) 
+61 7 373 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.  
 
Feedback to you 
Copies of reports/publications and audio recordings can be requested from the project leader: Laura 
Rodriguez Castro, laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au (personal 
mobile number on 315 787 24 76) and participants are invited to contact her at any time to discuss the 
findings and results of the research.  
 
Privacy statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified personal 
information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your identified personal information may 
appear in the publications/reports arising from this research. Any additional personal information 
collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be 
used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded, except 
where you have consented otherwise. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at: 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or Australian 
telephone +61 (07) 3735 5585. If you require a translation please contact the contact the student 
researcher, Laura Rodriguez Castro, laurarodriguez_91@hotmail.com / 
laura.rodriguezcastro@griffithuni.edu.au (personal mobile number on 315 787 24 76).  
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Consent Form: Focus Groups 

 

 
 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 

Chief Researcher: Prof. Barbara Pini 
Co-Supervisor: Assoc Prof. Sarah Baker 
Student Researcher: Laura Rodriguez Castro 
 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package, and the 
purpose of the research project has been explained to me. In particular I have noted that: 
 
For participants in Part One 
□ I understand that my involvement in this research will involve being interviewed, 
photographed and that the researcher will also observe my daily life during a period of 
participant observation at my house and workplace; 
□ I understand that third parties, including minors may appear in the photographs taken at my 
house and workplace; 
 
For all participants 
□ I have had any questions about the research project and my participation answered to my 
satisfaction; 
□ I understand the risks involved; 
□ I understand that I may not directly benefit from taking part in the project; 
□ I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
□ I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without comment or 
penalty; 
□ I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 
□ I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 
Research Ethics Committee on +61 7373 54375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have 
any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; they can be contacted through the local 
organisation or contact “ADD NAME” on (INSERT PHONE NUMBER) or local mobile number 
call 315 7878 24 76; 
□ I understand that I may be audio-taped during the focus groups and that the audio recording 
will be transcribed and translated to English; 
□ I consent to an extract(s) from the recorded interviews in the focus groups being used in 
presentations, exhibitions and publications and I grant the University the exclusive and royalty 
free right to reproduce and use in its ongoing activities the audio-taped and visual data which 
have been produced in the course of the project; 
□ I agree to participate in the project. 
 
Photographs Phase One 
□ I consent to being photographed for the research project and grant the researcher the 
exclusive and royalty free right to reproduce these photographs in presentations, exhibitions 
and publications arising from the research.  
 
□ I consent to minors under my guardianship being part of the photographs for the research 
project and grant the researcher the exclusive and royalty free right to reproduce these 
photographs in presentations, exhibitions and publications arising from the research.  
 
Confidentiality and Privacy 
□ I do not consent to my real name being used in the reporting of the research and I 
understand that the use of a pseudonym may not ensure my anonymity. 
 
Name of participant (please print):  
 
 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………
……………. 
 
 
 
Signed:…………………………….………………………………….Date:……………………………
…………… 
 
 
I have explained the study to the participant and consider that he/ she understands what is 
involved. 
 
 
Researcher’s signature and 
date:…………………………………………………………………………. 
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Consent Form Third Parties – Photographic Exhibitions 

 

 
 
 

CONSENT FORM THIRD PARTIES 
 

Chief Researcher: Prof. Barbara Pini 
Co-Supervisor: Assoc Prof. Sarah Baker 
Student Researcher: Laura Rodriguez Castro 
 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package, and the 
purpose of the research project has been explained to me. In particular I have noted that: 

 
□ I have had any questions about the research project and my participation answered to my 
satisfaction; 
□ I understand the risks involved; 
□ I understand that I may not directly benefit from taking part in the project; 
□ I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
□ I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 
Research Ethics Committee on +61 (0)7 373 54375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; they can be contacted through the 
local organisation or contact “ADD NAME” on (INSERT PHONE NUMBER) or local mobile 
number 315 7878 24 76; 
□ I agree to participate in the project. 

 
Audio Recording at the Photo Exhibition 
□ I understand that I may be audio-taped during the photographic exhibition and that the audio 
recording will be transcribed and translated to English; 
□ I consent to an extract(s) from the recorded interviews being used in presentations, 
exhibitions and publications and I grant the University the exclusive and royalty free right to 
reproduce and use in its ongoing activities the audio-taped which have been produced in the 
course of the project; 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy 
□ I do not consent to my real name being used in the reporting of the research and I 
understand that the use of a pseudonym may not ensure my anonymity. 
 
Name of participant (please print):  
 
 
………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………
……………. 
 
 
Signed:…………………………….………………………………….Date:……………………………
…………… 
 
 
I have explained the study to the participant and consider that he/ she understands what is 
involved. 
 
 
Researcher’s signature and 
date:…………………………………………………………………………. 
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Consent Form Phase Two  

 

 
 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 

Chief Researcher: Prof. Barbara Pini 
Co-Supervisor: Assoc Prof. Sarah Baker 
Student Researcher: Laura Rodriguez Castro 
 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package, and the 
purpose of the research project has been explained to me. In particular I have noted that: 
 
□ I understand that my involvement in this research will involve being interviewed; 
□ I have had any questions about the research project and my participation answered to my 
satisfaction; 
□ I understand the risks involved; 
□ I understand that I may not directly benefit from taking part in the project; 
□ I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
□ I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without comment or 
penalty; 
□ I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 
□ I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 
Research Ethics Committee on +61 7373 54375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have 
any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; they can be contacted through the local 
researcher mobile number: 315 7878 24 76; 
□ I understand that I will be audio-taped during the interviews and that the audio recording will 
be transcribed and translated to English; 
□ I consent to an extract(s) from the recorded interviews being used in presentations, 
exhibitions and publications and I grant the University the exclusive and royalty free right to 
reproduce and use in its ongoing activities the audio-taped which have been produced in the 
course of the interviews; 
□ I agree to participate. 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy 
□ I do not consent to my real name being used in the reporting of the research and I 
understand that the use of a pseudonym may not ensure my anonymity.  
□ I consent to the name of the organisation being used in the reporting of the research.  
 
 
Name of participant (please print):  
 
 
………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………
……………. 
 
 
Signed:…………………………….………………………………….Date:……………………………
…………… 
 
I have explained the study to the participant and consider that he/ she understands what is 
involved. 
 
Researcher’s signature and 
date:…………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au


 229 

Appendix B: Interview Schedule Focus Groups 

 
Introduction: (introduce myself and then, what my research is and what I am after) (brief 

on information sheet): Hello everyone, thank you very much for taking the time to meet 

today. As you may know through the information sheet, I am a PhD student at Griffith 

University in Australia and I am writing a thesis on the situation of peasant women in 

Colombia in the context of neoliberalism. I have been in the town in the last month 

photographing the lives of four women and today we are going to use some of the photos 

I have taken throughout this time to discuss topics around your daily routines, labour, and 

change in your everyday lives. The purpose of my project is to visibilise and talk about 

your labour and lives based on your own words. That way, the photographic exhibition 

that we will organise will involve both photos and some anonymous quotes that you 

consent to use as part of it.  

 

I’d like to keep it very informal and casual and give everyone the opportunity to talk. If 

you feel like you haven’t had the chance to talk, just raise your hand and I will make sure 

I will give you the chance to talk. Try not to talk over each other as I am recording the 

interview and it is going to be harder for me to identify your voices. I really hope you 

think of this as a safe space to talk about whatever you want. As stated in the information 

sheet, all of your interventions will be published anonymously and your privacy will be 

respected. Only XXX61 will be recognised through the photos and she has consented 

previously to this. We will talk for around an hour and maybe have a break and then get 

together again to conclude for another half an hour or so, does that sound okay?  

 

Routines/Labour 

 

 Tell me about your day today.  

 This is XXX daily routine. Can you identify with some of these activities? 

(probes: Which ones? How are they different to yours?)  

 Let’s look at these photos. What’s number one in your to-do list daily? 

How is this routine rewarded? (probes: what other routines are economically 

rewarded?) 

 How do you think your workload could be alleviated? 

 From what routine do you receive the most income? (probes: what about the other 

routines? Has it always been like this?) 

 Let’s look at this photo. It looks like Maria is cooking after coming from work in 

the flowers/mining/tourism, how often does this happen in your household? Who 

helps you around the house? (probes: in what way?) 

 

Change 

 

 Look at this photo (landscape of tourism or flower industry). How has the 

landscape of the town changed in the last years? How do you think this has affected 

your life? (probes: how has this affected your family’s/partner’s routine?) 

 How is it like to work in the tourism/flower industry? (probes: how has this 

changed your daily routine? Changed your community? Changed your family life? 

Your income? How does your family feel about this?) 

 

Past 

                                                 
61 Woman’s name.  
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 Do you identify as campesinas? Why is that?  

 How would you describe the labour of a campesina?  

Do you believe this is similar to the labour your mother did as a campesina? 

(probes: how so? Or how has this changed?)  

 Can you identify any of the traditions of peasantry in these photos? (probes: what 

has changed?)  

 

Present/Future 

 

 How is the life of a campesina different from a campesino? 

 Would your daughter/son identify as a campesina/o? Do they seek a future in the 

countryside? (probes: yes, no, why? How does that make you feel? What do they 

do now that they have left? Do you help them financially?)  

 What do you think are the biggest challenges peasant women face? (probes: and 

how do you deal with that in your everyday?)  

 What is the economic situation in the region? (probes: and how do you alleviate 

those economic pressures?) 

 The purpose of the exhibition is to represent what it means to you to be a 

campesina woman. Can you pick your favourite photo and tell the group why you 

chose it? (probes: tell me how it relates to your own life/routine).  

 

Continue with informal organisation of exhibition.  
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule Photographic Exhibitions 

 

Introduction: Hello, thank you for attending the exhibition. I am a PhD student at 

Griffith University in Australia and I am writing a thesis on the situation of peasant 

women in Colombia in the context of neoliberalism. I have been in the region in the last 

months organising this project as part of my PhD. As part of my project, I am interested 

in hearing the community’s thoughts about the situation of campesina women and this 

exhibition. The results of my project will be shared in several publications and other 

media emerging from it. I will assure that all the testimonies are anonymous and therefore 

you won’t be identifiable. By signing this short consent form you are giving me 

permission to use what I have recorded in my project and publications. Do you have any 

questions?  

 

Guiding Questions:  

 What is your name and where are you from?  

 What photograph did you like? (probe: why?) 

 What do you think about the photographs in this exhibition?  

 What did it make you think about? (probes: what about in relation to the workload 

and routines of campesina women? How do you think they could be alleviated?) 

 Do you think the photos relate to the current situation of the countryside (probe: 

in what way?) 

 What do you think are the biggest challenges that rural women face nowadays?  
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule In-Depth Interviews 

 

Introduction: Hello, I am a PhD student at Griffith University in Australia and I am 

writing a thesis on the situation of peasant women in Colombia in the context of 

neoliberalism. The first part of the research project consisted of two case studies in Toca, 

Boyacá and Minca, Magdalena where I did participatory research. This interview is part 

of the second phase of my project in which I want to understand how social movements 

and organisations position rural women in their activism, thoughts and feelings, programs 

and policies.  

 

Guiding Questions 

 

1. Tell me, how did this organisation start? (probes: mission, political agenda, how 

is it different to other organisations?) 

2. Tell me about the region in which this organisation was born (probes: main 

motivations? Who was part of it? How is it different now?) 

3. How do you define your organisation? (probes: why?)  

4. What part of the population do you focus on? (probes: why? How do you so it?) 

5. Tell me what is your role in the organisation?  

6. And how did you get involved? (probes: what did you do before – activism, rural?) 

7. And what was the reason for joining? (probes: expectations, relation to 

organisation’s objectives) 

8. What regions of Colombia are you focused on? (probes: what are the challenges 

that women face in that region? How is your organisation involved in those? 

Examples, anecdotes).  

9. In a broader context, what do you think are the main issues that rural women in 

Colombia face nowadays?  

10. How do you think the life of rural women has changed in the last 30 years? 

(probes: causes, impact on organisation) 

11. What do you think are the benefits and challenges for women who decide to 

become activists in Colombia? (probes: own experience, anecdotes, examples)  

12. Now let’s talk about the feminist struggle in Colombia. How do you see this in a 

personal level? (probe: what about the organisation’s point of view?) 

13. Are you linked to other organisations? (probes: how?) 

14. What is your main income source?  

15. What are some of the economic, cultural and political mechanisms you use to 

achieve goals in the organisations (probes: state? laws? What have you achieved?) 

16. What are some structural factors you have faced while working towards the 

organisation’s objectives?  

17. Do you work with the rural women’s law 731? (probes: why? How?) 

18. In your opinion, what has been the biggest impact of the organisation in the lives 

of women?  

19. Finally, what do you think is going to be the role of rural women in the post-

accord period? (probes: how is it going to change you personally, and the 

organisation?)



Appendix E: Demographic Information Participants Phase One  

 
Group 1 Toca 

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Carolina 39 Single (split up 8 

years ago) 

Lives with her 5 

daughters (ages: 

17, 16, 14, 11, 8). 

$800,000 COP $800,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Lives in her 

mother’s family 

house. Does not own 

land. 

Diosa 34 Married for 12 years Lives with her 

husband and 4 

daughters  

(ages: 12, 11, 10, 

1). 

$1,400,000 COP $700,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 

Violeta 

 

25 Cohabit for 6 years 

 

Lives with her 

husband, son (age: 

5), and husband’s 

family 

(grandparents, 

uncle and his wife).  

$1,570,000 COP $770,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rented place in her 

husbands’ 

grandparents house. 

Does not own land. 

Rosalina 49 Cohabit  Lives with her 

partner. 

$1,000,000 $770,000 Completed 

until Grade 9 

of High School  

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 
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Marilena 25 Cohabit (Unión 

Libre) for 9 years 

 

Lives with her 

partner and two 

sons (ages: 9, 5). 

$1,400,000 COP $700,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Currently paying off 

a house with her 

partner. 

Matilda 46 Single Lives with her son 

(age: 22) and her 

sister. 

$700,000 COP $700,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 

Juanita 47 Married for 11 years  Lives with her 

husband and two 

sons (ages: 17, 11).  

 

Also has a 24-year-

old daughter.  

$1,500,000 COP $700,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 

Isabel 43 Single Lives with her 

sister, Nancy, and 

nephew.  

 

Has a daughter 

(age: 22) that lives 

and studies Law in 

Tunja. 

$1,300,000 COP $1,300,000 

COP 

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 
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Group 2 Toca 

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Juliana 50 Married for 24 years  Lives with her 

husband and 

youngest son (age: 

17). 

 

Has one other son 

and two daughters 

(ages: 23, 22, 20) 

who are a vet that 

works around 

Boyacá, a master’s 

student that lives in 

Spain, and a 

business student 

that lives in 

Bogotá.  

$2,500,000 COP $200,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 4 

of Primary 

School 

Does not own land 

and lives on her 

parents-in-law’s 

land.  

Teresa 48 Married for 22 years Lives with her 

husband. 

$180,000 COP $90,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership.  

Sofia 37 Married for 19 years Lives with her 

husband and three 

children (ages: 16, 

8, 7). 

$1,500,000 COP $750,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership. 
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Has one son in 

Tunja studying in 

SENA (age: 17).  

Maria 

José 

16 Single Lives with her 

mother. 

N/A N/A Currently 

doing Grade 11 

N/A 

Constan

za 

46 Married for 28 years Lives with her 

husband.  

 

Has two sons 

(ages: 28, 23) who 

live in Bogotá.  

$750,000 COP $480,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership. 

Ana 39 Split up and single Lives alone. Has 

two children who 

live and study in 

Tunja (age: 17). 

$1,200,000 COP $1,200,000 

COP 

Completed a 

Bachelor in 

Primary 

Education 

Rented place. Does 

not own land. 

Carla 18  Single Lives with her 

parents and 

brother. 

N/A $600,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Does not own land. 

Her parents do own 

the land.  

Dolores 18 Single mother Lives with her son 

(age: 1), parents 

and sister.  

N/A $480,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Does not own land. 

Her parents do own 

the land. 

Pamela 34 Married Lives with her 

husband, two sons 

(ages: 12, 4) and 

$480,000 COP Works based 

on the jornal, 

it varies. 

Completed 

until Grade 4 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership. 
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two daughters 

(ages: 14, 3)  

 

Estrella 53 Married Lives with her 

husband and two 

sons (ages: 4, 1).  

$480,000 COP Works based 

on the jornal, 

it varies.  

Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership. 

Nataly 25 Single mother Lives with her 

mother, her sister 

with Down 

Syndrome, and her 

two sons (ages: 8, 

4). Currently 

pregnant.  

N/A Works based 

on the jornal, 

it varies. 

$60,000 COP a 

week when she 

can work. 

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Her mother owns the 

land they live on.  
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Group 3 Toca 

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Esperanza 51 Married for 32 

years 

Lives with her 

husband.  

Has 2 sons and 1 

daughter that live 

in Bogotá.  

$400,000 COP $19,000 COP/ 

daily for 

milking 

Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership.  

Ema 43 Married for 25 

years 

Lives with her 

husband and son 

(age: 24). 

 

Has another 

daughter (age: 25). 

$800,000 COP $400,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 10 

of High School 

Joint ownership.  

Ana 

Maria 

49 Married for 32 

years 

Lives with her 

husband and son 

who works mainly 

away (agronomist).  

 

Has a daughter that 

lives nearby and is 

studying by 

distance.  

$400,000 COP No income Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Joint ownership. 
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Gloria 40 Married Lives with her 

husband and two 

sons (ages: 15, 9).  

 

$200,000 COP No income Completed 

until Grade 3 

of Primary 

School 

They live in a 

landowner land in 

exchange for taking 

care of it. Do not 

own land.  

Elsa 

 

63 Married for 43 

years 

Lives with her 

husband.  

 

Has five children, 

four live in Bogotá 

and one in the 

town.  

No income. 

Children support 

them.  

No income. 

Children 

support them. 

Completed 

until Grade 3 

of Primary 

School 

Rent. Do not own 

land.  
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Group 4 Toca  

 
Alias Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Emilia 23 Single Lives with her 

parents.  

 

Has one sister and 

one brother.  

N/A $350,000 COP Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Does not own land. 

Her parents do.  

Isabella 34 Single Lives with two 

aunts in the town.  

N/A $350,000 COP Bachelor in 

Financial 

Business  

Rent. Does not own 

land.  

Sara 29 Single mother Lives with her 

daughter (age: 6). 

N/A $200,000 COP Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

 

Studying 

commercial 

and financial 

business by 

distance  

Rents, does not own 

land. Her parents do. 

Johanna 24 Single mother Lives with her two 

children (ages: 5, 

2).  

 

$400,000 COP 

(provided by her 

ex-partner) 

No income. Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Rents, does not own 

land. 
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Group 1 Minca  

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Rosa 36 Married for 16 

years 

Lives with her 3 

children 

(ages: 7 ,9, 16). 

Husband earns 

three minimum 

wages, around 

$6,000,000 COP 

Shared with 

husband.  

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Own the land of 

their house, which is 

under her name. Her 

parents own the rest 

of the land.  

Margarita 

 

54 Married for 33 

years 

Lives with her 

husband. Has three 

sons (ages: 33, 29, 

27). 

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

Shared with 

husband. 

Completed 

until Grade 2 

of Primary 

School 

Shared land of two 

hectares.  

Antonia 30 Married for 12 

years 

Lives with her 

husband and two 

sons (ages: 11, 8). 

Around a 

minimum wage 

from the store 

($689,000 COP) 

Husband 

works the 

jornal.  

Completed 

until Grade 1 

of Primary 

School 

Own the land of 

their house, which is 

under both names. 

Her parents-in-law 

own the rest of the 

land. 

Milena 50 Widowed 15 years 

ago, was married 

for 23 years  

Five sons and 

daughters (ages: M 

33, 31, 28, 23 and 

F 31). One is dead.  

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

N/A Did not go to 

school.  

Owns three hectares 

of land.  

Pilar 30 Widowed 3 years 

ago and is now in 

cohabit 

Lives with her two 

sons (M 8, F 4) and 

new partner.  

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

Shared with 

husband.  

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

She lives in a house 

owned by her dad.  
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Delfina 49 Married for 34 

years  

Lives with her 

husband and son. 

Has three more 

children (Ages: F 

29, M 33, 31, 28).  

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

Shared with 

husband. 

Completed 

until Grade 2 

of Primary 

School 

They own ½ a 

hectare under her 

husband’s name.  
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Group 2 Minca 
 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Monthly 

Familial 

Income 

Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Lucia62 24 Married for three 

years  

Lives with her 

husband and 

children (Age: M 4, 

F 3).  

Half a minimum 

wage, around 

$300,000 COP 

Shared with 

husband. 

Completed 

until Grade 8 

of High School  

They own 1 hectare 

of land under 

husband’s name.  

Eduarda 51 Cohabit for 14 

years  

Lives with her 

husband and son. 

Total of six 

children (ages: M 

19, 24, 25, F 22, 

25, 26).  

By jornal,  

Around 

$300,000 COP 

Shared with 

husband.  

Completed 

until Grade 4 

of Primary 

School 

They own 7 hectares 

of land where her 

daughter lives, under 

husband’s name.  

Alba 40 Cohabit for 6 years Two children 

(ages: 6, 3) 

Half a minimum 

wage, around 

$300,000 COP 

N/A Completed 

until Grade 5 

of Primary 

School 

Doesn’t own land.  

Leire 33 Single Two sons (age: 6, 

3) 

From $400,000 

COP to 

$600,000 COP 

at the school  

N/A Completed 

until Grade 2 

of Primary 

School 

Doesn’t own land. 

Miranda 39 Cohabit for 20 

years  

Five children  

(ages: F 15, 17, 18, 

M 14, 21).  

From $400,000 

COP to 

$600,000 COP 

at the school  

N/A Did not go to 

school 

Owns a house 

without paperwork.  

                                                 
62 This interview was conducted individually, as Lucia’s daughter got ill during the time that the focus group was undertaken and Lucia was unable to attend.  
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Adriana 17 Single Lives with her 

mother.  

N/A N/A Currently in 

Grade 11 of 

High School 

Doesn’t own land. 

Mar 45 Cohabit Two children 

(ages: F 9, M 17) 

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

Shared with 

husband. 

Completed 

until Grade 6 

of High School 

Doesn’t own land. 

Yasuri 15 Single Lives with her 

mother.  

N/A N/A Currently in 

Grade 8 of 

High school. 

Doesn’t own land. 

Salomé 18 Cohabit for 1 year  Lives with her 

mother.  

Around a 

minimum wage 

($689,000 COP) 

Shared with 

husband who 

works in 

reserve.  

Completed 

until Grade 9 

of High 

School. 

Doesn’t own land. 

Antonia 54 Cohabit for 7 years. 

Was married to her 

dead husband for 

11 years.  

Three sons (ages: 

33, 32, 25).  

N/A $1,500,000 

COP 

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

Owns the farm.  
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Group 3 Minca  

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Occupation Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Daniela 60 Married for 25 

years 

Two sons (ages: 

25, 20) 

Own business, 

internet café.  

N/A retired  Completed 

until Grade 9 

of High School 

Owns almost 2 

hectares.  

Elena 63 Widow, married 

for 12 years  

Two sons (ages: 

36, 34) 

Housewife and 

retired from 

working with 

priests.  

N/A Completed 

until Grade 8 

of High School 

Owns almost 2 

hectares.  

Nieves 58 Married for 35 

years 

Two sons  

(ages: 26, 33) 

Was a nurse and 

is now retired 

and works as a 

community 

leader.  

N/A Completed 

High School 

and nursing 

school 

Owns almost 2 

hectares and a house.  

Noema 65 Cohabit for 12–14 

years 

Three children (M 

38, 18, F 26).  

Was a nurse and 

is now retired.  

N/A Completed 

until Grade 7 

of High School 

and then 

nursing school  

Owns almost 2 

hectares and a house.  

Bianca 52 Separated, was 

married for 3 years  

Three sons (M 22, 

and twins 21). 

Graduate 

Certificate in 

social sciences 

and now retired.  

N/A Completed 

High School 

and Graduate 

Certificate 

Owns almost 2 

hectares and an 

apartment.  
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Maria 43 Separated, married 

for four years. 

One daughter (age: 

16) 

Lives out of the 

rent of her 

apartment in 

Santa Marta.  

N/A Completed 

until Grade 9 

of High School 

Owns almost 2 

hectares and an 

apartment.  
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Group 4 Minca  

 
Alias 

 

 

Age Marital Status 

(How long) 

Family 

Composition/ 

Living 

Arrangements  

Occupation Monthly 

Personal 

Income 

Education 

Level 

Achieved 

Land Tenure 

Juana 47 Single 10 children Community 

leader and runs 

a hostel.  

N/A Completed 

until Grade 8 

of High School 

N/A 

Liliana 

 

71 Married for 45 

years 

Three children Runs art 

workshops for a 

living, does not 

receive a 

pension.  

N/A Completed 

university 

Joint ownership 

Jimena 27 Cohabit for 8 years  Two sons Various 

activities from 

coffee collecting 

to helping her 

dad in the arepa 

de huevo and 

coffee place.  

Less than a 

minimum 

wage.  

Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

N/A 

Paola 28 Single  No kids Various 

activities such 

as coffee 

collecting. 

N/A Completed 

High School 

(Grade 11) 

N/A 

Viviana 54 Single Three kids Housewife. N/A Completed 

until Grade 1 

of Primary 

School 

N/A 
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Diana 32 Single No kids Half a minimum 

wage from her 

business.  

N/A Completed 

university 

Does not own land.  
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Appendix F: Photographic Exhibitions 

 
Toca: ‘Homenaje A la Mujer Campesina’ (A Homage to Campesina Women) 

 

 

 
‘It reminds me that my mum 

always has loved her hens. I helped 

her to feed them and pick up the 

eggs’. 

 
‘Thanks to the campesina women, 

the community has its food’.  
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‘I like the kitchen because at the 

dinnertime is when we get together 

… So, the dinnertime is when we tell 

each other everything that happened 

during the day …’.  

 

 
‘I think that if we raise our children 

well or our students, our children, 

they are going to be the future. It 

 
‘It reminds me of my childhood, the 

countryside world, my mother’s’.  

 

 
‘I like taking walks with my 

children, and I know that the day 

that they grow up, I won’t get these 
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depends on the upbringing and 

lessons that we give them, so we can 

have a better country, a better 

municipality. So, I think being there, 

raising them, taking care of them 

well, is an essential part of our lives’. 

times back, of sharing with them. I 

won’t be able to just grab their hand 

and take them wherever I want, they 

will have a say’.  

 

 

  
‘I think that onion project is very 

good. Because it is giving livelihood 

to many people, it is giving them 

work, with the harvest. It is giving 

many people a project’.  
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‘This is my daily routine, and thanks 

to this I am able to bring the pesito 

for the house’.  

 

 
‘I see a little pig and I remember my 

past, I liked having pigs. But now we 

think that the potato that we can give 

to the pigs, we can give it to a cow or 

the livetock. Is that the pigs have had 

very low prices to sell them’. 
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‘Thanks to the people that work in 

the countryside, we can eat, have 

cows, have milk. I think we should 

take more care of the vegetation’.  
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Minca: ‘Homenaje A la Mujer Campesina’ (A Homage to Campesina Women) 

 

 

 
‘Going to the farm and feeling 

proud of the harvest, the garden 

produce, the vegetables that she 

grows. You can see that she is 

proud of what we are and what she 

does’. 
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‘Without the nutrition, you can’t 

really do anything else’.  

 
‘She is a campesina woman and 

man, because she has raised her 

children by herself, she works in the 

farm, and does whatever she has to 

do’.  
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‘I chose this photo because of the 

art. We are working in the crafts. I 

think this is really important to 

learn and people can see what we do 

and it represents the vereda’.  

   
‘She is a hardworking woman, 

“luchadora”, that has had a really 

tough life. She represents the work 
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of the campesina women’.  

 
‘We are all together and I am doing 

what I like, which is being with 

them, supporting them, guiding 

them. So, if it doesn’t work this 

way, we do it the other way’.  
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