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Abstract

In comparing the feminist analysis with the one conducted by other theories such as the realist
theory, the author tries to highlight how the gender approach can be used as a prism to evaluate
the changes taking place in some Latin American countries.
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Al comparar el analisis feminista con el realizado por otras teorias como la realista, la autora intenta resaltar coémo
el enfoque de género puede ser utilizado como un prisma para evaluar los cambios que se estan produciendo en
algunos Paises de América Latina.
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Nel confrontare I’analisi femminista con quella condotta da altre teorie quali la teoria realista,
I’autrice cerca di evidenziare come I’approccio di genere possa essere utilizzato come prisma per
valutare i cambiamenti in corso in alcuni paesi dell’America Latina.

Parole chiave: genere, colonialismo, teoria del femminismo, nativi latinoamericani, conflitto

Introduction

Gender-based violence is a major social scourge in Latin America: 14 of the 25

countries in the world with the highest rate of femicides are in South America and the
Caribbean (UN Women, 2015). According to the World Health Organization (Who),
and without taking into consideration the significant difference in numbers between
countries, there are approximately 160,000 cases of sexual violence in Latin America
each year, with an average of 500 cases per day (World Health Organization, 2018).
This type of violence is frequently not reported due to the victims’ shame, as well as the
perpetrators’ general impunity (United Nations Development Program, 2017).

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, organised crime is one
of the causes behind such high rate of violence against women in this particular region.
Women are also frequently forced to work in the sex market, with additional violence
on a daily basis. Outside of wartime, violence against women and children is rifest in
Latin America than anywhere else in the world, according to the UN (United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018).

Also, according to Unicef (2019) data, over one million Latin American girls and
adolescents have been sexually abused, with 75% of them being under the age of 18.
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Abuse can have devastating psychological and physical consequences. The fact that
abortion is prohibited in some Latin American countries, means that many adolescents
are forced to carry out unwanted pregnancies or to resort to clandestine abortions with
grave danger for their own life (Unicef, 2019).

In general, when it comes to violence in conflict or peace, an understanding of
gender issues can challenge the dominant realist approach, which is based on
military and state-centric conceptions, while also providing more detailed insights
into the effects of social political conflicts on women. While gathering data, it is
worthwhile to determine which theoretical approach best explains gender-based
violence and, more specifically, the reasons for it. An understanding of gender-
related issues, which provide more detailed insights into the effects of social
political conflict on women, can challenge the dominant realist approach which is
solely based on military and state-centric conceptions.

In the aftermath of World War 11, the creation of the realist theory was prompted
in part by the need to explain earlier events in a more systematic and state-centered
manner. Feminists view such approach as created and promoted by men, based on
androcentric notions and, as a result, gender-biased (Tickner, 1997). Realists define
power primarily in terms of the amount of authority one state has over another, and
consider that men and states are «mutually exclusive» (True, 2001: 254) creatures on
the basis of a gendered explanation of the world as an «exclusive agency of rational
man». On the other hand, feminists argue that world politics has «multiple realities»
(True, 2001: 254) and that realism is responsible for the «reproduction of global
hierarchies of gender and other social identities» (True, 2001: 233). The feminist
analysis leads to a better understanding of violence and conflict which, according to
Tickner, have been central in social dynamics while also being «an important issue
for feminists» (Ibidem).

Realism criticism not only wants to fix the gender imbalance, but also «to influence
our behaviors which have concrete repercussions for the real world of people and
events» (True, 2001: 247). On the contrary, feminist studies, each with their own
ontological and epistemological assumptions, offer critical viewpoints on the status quo
in order to create spaces for the inclusion of theories or practices derived from women’s
lived experiences. In this dimension, decolonial feminism, as an emerging theoretical
notion headed by Lugones (2008; 2010), deals with issues about coloniality/modernity
and female identity in Latin America, while also giving a platform for the perspectives
and lived experiences of oppressed and non-Western women (Bhambra, 2014; Lugones
et al., 2010; Paludi et al., 2019; Schiwy et al., 2007).

The following analysis will demonstrate how gender can be used as a prism to
evaluate current challenges in Latin America. The feminist analysis focuses on power
dynamics between men and women, social conceptions of masculinity and femininity,
and how gender as a learned attribute shapes society, social interactions and behaviours.
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1. Gender violence in Latin America

Over the last few decades, the international community has increasingly recognized
violence against women as a public health issue, a violation of human rights and a
barrier to economic progress. The United Nations General Assembly recognized
women’s right to live free of violence in the 1993 Declaration on the Elimination of
Violence Against Women, as did the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment, and Eradication of Violence Against Women (Convention of Belém do
Pard, 1994). Both of these legal tools acknowledge that the risk factors, consequences,
and community responses to violence against women are heavily influenced by
women’s subordinate social, economic, and legal status.

Women’s vulnerability to violence may be exacerbated by gender disparities in
relationships and economic reliance on intimate partners. Some forms of violence
against women, such as physical aggression, are frequently tolerated or even condoned
by laws and social traditions.

According to the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(Eclac), 3,529 femicides occurred in this Region in 2018. The highest rates are
found in EI Salvador, Honduras, Bolivia, Guatemala, and the Dominican Republic,
due to a combination of factors that make them particularly dangerous for women.
Feminicidal behavior is the result of a misogynist culture in which patriarchal
society fails to take gender-based violence seriously. The situation is not
improving (Eclac, 2019).

Femicides continue to be a real social scourge in Argentina with 327 women Killed in
2019. Nearly three out of every four of these murders were committed by the victim’s
partner or former partner. Even in Brazil, despite legislative advances, the situation
remains dire: 15 women are killed every day. Indigenous women and the poorest
sections of the population are disproportionately affected (Eclac, 2019). Gender-based
violence is an emergency within an emergency in Venezuela, where severe shortages of
medicines, basic necessities, and food have forced over four million Venezuelans to flee
the country as migrants or asylum seekers (UN Women, 2020). In the face of the
country’s general situation, the cases of the girls who were killed or disappeared, which
have persisted, have faded into the background. Violence against women is also
common in Mexico, where a widespread impunity exsits: victims rarely report violence,
and even when they do, there is rarely a trial. 66.1 percent of women and girls over the
age of 15 have experienced violence at least once in their lives, with 43.5 percent being
perpetrated by their partner. Between 2012 and 2013, the country recorded 3,892 cases
of women being murdered, but only 613 of these were classified as femicides by the
state (UN Women, 2020; Undp, 2017; Landolfo, 2020).

Ciudad Juarez, an industrial town on the border between the United States and
Mexico, is the Mexican city symbol of femicides, with a large number of women killed
every year. What is concerning is the criminals’ impunity: official channels attempt to
mitigate the phenomenon by not bringing all cases to the public’s attention. The
authors’ trials and convictions were also unusual in the context (UN Women, 2020).
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The Covid-19 pandemic has increased, as however in every part of the world, the
dangers to Latin American women and girls. In Argentina, as in other countries,
complaints for this cause increased by 39% during quarantine, prompting the
government to take action, such as opening shelters and establishing complaint
protocols (UN Women, 2020). In any case, physical violence is only one aspect of the
harassment that women face in various industries. Despite labor reforms that ensure
equal pay for men and women, gender bias persists in the labor market

According to the World Economic Forum’s report, The global gender gap report
2020, the Latin American countries with the highest gender pay gap are Costa Rica
(13th place), Colombia (22th place), Mexico (25th place), and Argentina (30th place).
Mexican women contribute an estimated 23,200 million pesos to the economy, plus
11,317 million for unpaid activities. Even if the data provided by the World Economic
Forum are contested by authors like Delphine Lacombe (Lacombe, 2014), other
International Institutions underline that women in Latin America and the Caribbean
work more yet receive less formal salary or benefits as a result. In fact, according to the
United Nations, in the region, the average woman works 25 hours more per month than
the average man (United Nations, 2015), and half of the women work for no income or
profit at all (World Bank, 2016).

According to the World Bank, in Latin America and the Caribbean the percentage of
employed women 15 years of age increased from 38 to 50% from 1991 to 2014, in
contrast to a decrease from 49 to 46% in the rest of the world (World Bank, 2016).
Individual human rights are violated when there is a salary gender disparity because it
restricts individual choice based on sex (Messina and Silva, 2019). Beside this aspect,
the situation in rural areas can see a deeper gender inequality: for example, in some
states, like Mexico, women in rural areas represent 50.5% of the population, yet only
26% are landowners and 21.3% are decision-makers in their communities (World Bank,
2021). Also, women have suffered disproportionately from the economic impacts of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Domestic workers and cooks, most of whom are women from
indigenous peoples and local communities, make up 60% of Mexico’s job losses due to
Covid-19 (World Bank, 2021).

However, the situations described above did not deter women from taking to the
streets and protesting against gender-based violence, dominant machismo and a lack of
political will to address the phenomenon in all of its facets, whether cultural or legal.

In Mexico, the #UnDayWithoutWomen initiative called on the female
population to stop working the day after International Women’s Day on March 8,
2020. It was a never-before-seen national strike in Latin America that
demonstrated the social and economic impact of women’s disappearances. The
economic losses on March 9 exceeded expectations, totalling 37,000 million pesos.
Feminist movements have helped to advance national legislation as well. Peru, for
example, enacted the law to Prevent and punish sexual harassment in public
places in 2015 (Landolfo, 2020). Similarly, in Chile (2019) and Costa Rica (2020)
a law punishing street harassment with fines and imprisonment went into effect.
Due to women’s protests against femicide cases in Ciudad Juéarez, Mexico became

Anno XIV, Numero 26, Gennaio 2022, Issn 2035-6633 56



Visioni LatinoAmericane

the first country to include the crime of femicide in the federal penal code in 2012
(Landolfo, 2020; Lagarde, 2005).

In other words, feminist movements have determined the socio-legal changes
required to achieve not only women’s protection, but also community evolution. In the
case of Latin America, as occurs in almost all countries of the world, feminist
movements must be examined for their distinctive features, given that there is more than
one type of feminism.

2. Understanding violence against women through the Latin American feminism lens

Although gender issues have been discussed in Latin America since the 17th
Century with Abya Yala and Juana de Asbaje fighting for women’s education and
their political influence, a feminism movement would not be realized until the 20th
Century during the third feminist wave and the 1968 generational awakening
(Gargallo, 2017). Indeed, the origins of Latin American Feminism may be dated
back to social movements developed in the 1960s and 1970s, when it encompassed
the women’s liberation movement.

In Latin America, there isn’t a single feminism. Although it has undergone a number
of restructurings, the current of radical feminism and socialist feminism remain in force
and is becoming increasingly important in Latin American society. However, other
types of feminism exist in the region, including the liberal, which advocates for equal
rights for men and women; the abolitionist, that opposes the commaodification of the
female body; transfeminism, which advocates for self-designation of identity, both
biologically and psychologically; and ecofeminism, which compares land exploitation
to womb exploitation, race, social class.

It should be noted that the colonization process, which resulted in the patriarchal and
religious structures that still exist today, is the common denominator among Latin American
countries. In this context, the radicalism of Latin American feminism and the socialist
feminism advocate for a sexual revolution to end gender-based violence. However, radical
feminism and socialist feminism differ in how they attribute the source of oppression against
women; the former attributes it primarily to patriarchy, while the latter attributes it to the
capitalist foundation on which the patriarchal system is implemented.

When considering the Latin American Region, one must consider the original
division of human and non-human, which served as the ideological foundation for the
subjugation of the original populations during the colonization era. It was a political and
non-biological distinction that has been and continues to be functional to the upkeep of
a specific power system including, but not limited to, patriarchy.

The term original violacion, utilised by Yuderkys Espinosa Mifioso for indicating the
systematic rape of indigenous women as an integral part of the project of western
dominance, confirms this colonial construction of gender issues (Mifioso, 2014): the
history of colonization is a history of conquest that has moved in tandem between land
invasion and invasion of native women’s bodies.
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The “decolonial turn” was coined by Nelson Maldonado-Torres (Maldonado-Torres
Maldonado-Torres, 2011): the decolonial idea emanating from Latin American contexts
is of particular importance for the theoretical development of decolonial thinking.
Decolonial theory examines how information created in and by the West is layered with
colonial power, resulting in a politics of Western knowledge domination (Mignolo,
2007; Prasad, 2003; Said, 1978). This theoretical lens’ integration helps us to
comprehend contextual qualities and lived experiences in a social, cultural, historical,
and political setting (Haraway, 1988).

On these grounds, decolonial Latin American feminism investigates the colonial
origins of racial and gender discrimination and oppression — often overlooked by
Western currents — and relies primarily on post-colonial studies and black feminism, as
opposed to Eurocentric feminism, which brings neoliberalist and capitalist models.

From this point of view, in the specific Latin American context the two forms of
oppression, namely “male against female” and “racial against the population of origin”,
share a common matrix that is the colonialism. The concept of colonialism, as
understood by sociologists Anibal Quijano and Maria Lugones, represents the dark side
of modernity: European colonialism produced the Eurocentric narrative of the world
and, as a result, normalized the subordination of all non-white peoples. In other words,
Westerners build race as a hierarchical concept (Quijano, 2014; Lugones, 2008).

Anibal Quijano tends to trace gender oppression back to racial oppression and assume
concepts such as heteronormativity, the imposition of the heterosexual model, or power
imbalance (Quijano, 2014). Maria Lugones tends to question these assumptions and give
gender oppression more autonomy in its complexities (Lugones, 2008).

There are also various theoretical and practical approaches that seek to investigate
the presence and/or validity of the patriarchal model in pre-colonial systems. In this
regard, the approach of community feminism is of particular interest.

The concept of entronque patriarcal (patriarchal intersection), which refers to the
encounter and fusion of pre-colonial and Western patriarchal systems in Bolivia, is
theorized by Aymara Julieta Paredes, a feminist activist. The relationship between an
ancestral and pre-colonial patriarchy and the European and colonial patriarchy
encountered in Bolivia is central to Paredes’ work. She describes the regional
development of a system that continues to favor men over oppressed women at various
levels. In this sense, her theory does not deny the colonial moment’s importance in
current gender oppression, but it also acknowledges the existence of pre-colonial and
original forms of patriarchy that merged with the European colonization (Paredes, 2020;
Paredes, 2010).

At the same time, Bolivian feminism, represented by women like Petronila Infantes or
Juana Azurduy, must be remembered as a claim for indigenous women’s autonomy against
the original ancestral patriarchy, as well as a condemnation of the macho oppression system
within indigenous communities themselves (Ellerbeck, 2015; Hill, 2017).

Within this framework, any definition of gender equality is rejected as impracticable,
given that the female gender is historically and socially constructed at a lower hierarchical
position than the male gender.
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Based on these arguments, communitarian feminists have criticized the so-called
ongization, a neoliberal turning point in western women’s movements that, while
cooperating with international organizations, have submitted to the imposition of a
single model of woman. As a result, this approach provides a hegemonic explanation of
women that is entirely abstract in terms of their concrete lives, bodies, and voices
(Sanchez, 2014).

The communitarian feminism, which has materialised from a 26 year-long process in
Bolivia, questioned the use of Western feminism’s hegemonic language in favor of a
community characteristics (Falquet, 2014; Paredes, 2015). Its proposal is revolutionary
because it emphasizes the untranslatability, not just literal but also cultural, of concepts
that the West considers to be universal. The communitarian feminism introduces the
idea of community as a counter-proposal to individualistic society. Specifically, the
dimension of the community, considered as an alternative way of understanding and
organizing life, contrasts with the proposals of Western feminisms of an always
individual positioning of women as the same or different from men.

Is still there a solid focus on action-based decolonisation?

Julieta Paredes, one of its representatives, during an interview released to Luis Andrés
Sanabria Zaniboni has explained that «we have always said, whether for better or for worse,
that feminism and feminists have significance in the world that we call an embedded
semantic field, obviously hegemonically embedded by the invasion from Europe; however,
it is important at this stage of our fight to adopt an attitude in the world and make decisions
regarding this situation. Of course we wonder if it would have been better if we had chosen
another name for our struggle and in turn not play into eurocentrism... without a doubt! (...).
Calling ourselves feminists is not replicating Europe and the Usa, we challenge them on
their own semantic field, we dispute the content, because: «In fact, imitating the critical
spirit of the colonising power that — theoretically, at the very least — exports and prompts a
depiction would but demonstrate on behalf of the receiving power the lack of its own
critical spirit, given that it blindly comes to imitate it» (Amordés, 2004: 69). Communitarian
Feminism does not imitate or merely criticise; it challenges and contests the semantic field
of feminism because«we understand that a thought is but alive and responsive to the current
global challenges or else it dies or is re-evolved» (Zaniboni, 2016: 122).

The communitarian feminism aims at overcoming gender by beginning and returning
to the community dimension, which is accomplished through an internal rethinking of
indigenous culture.

The chacha-warni (man-woman), an element of Andean cosmology that reduces
everything to a male/female binomial, is specifically called into question by recalling
indigenous women’s subordination within the hierarchical and patriarchal communities
to which they belong.

Another crucial point is the connection between the body and the territory. The latter
is a very complex concept that can never be attributed solely to the land, but it includes
the flora, fauna, and human communities that inhabit it in a close bond that ensures their
mutual survival. In a nutshell, communitarian feminisms connect the struggle for
territorial defense to the struggle for one’s own bodies, redefining the right to property
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in a communitarian sense and highlighting a colonial and neo-colonial process.

Then, in some Latin American countries, such as Bolivia, communitarian feminism
examines the social dimension of its own community, identifying the seeds of violence
against women in the ongoing colonization: the categories of race and gender, in their
meaning as hierarchical constructions aimed at maintaining colonial and patriarchal power,
are reflected in the behavior of subordination of women.

According to Paredes, identifying some key aspects that allow establishing the horizon
from which the struggle is located, that is, an analysis that allows the recovery of our stories,
is necessary for the proposal of communitarian feminism. Communitarian feminists advocate
avoiding idealizations of pre-Hispanic cultures and consider that colonization cements an
alliance with the pre-Hispanic patriarchy (Paredes, 2013).

In this sense, the communitarian feminist approach allows for a more complete
understanding of reality as well as a focus on the social, political, and cultural
dynamics that underpin violence against women. This is a feature shared by the
feminist approach in general which differs from other dominant theories in the
international relations system, such as the realist theories. These theories, which
are based on the idea of the state as protector of its citizens, fail to analyze the
social dynamics underlying gender violence.

The following sections will examine why feminist theories should be preferred
over others.

3. Gender lens versus the myth of protection of the realist theory

Historically, security studies have been dominated by concerns about armed conflict,
specifically inter-state conflict (Blanchard, 2003), which relists regard, as a «constant
possibility» (Waltz, 2001: 227), a threat that can be «managed but never eradicated»
(Mingst, Arregun-Toft, 2014: 250-251). Stephen Walt claims that security studies, or
«statecraft», should focus solely «on war and war-related topics such as arms control
and state diplomacy» (Walt, 1991: 213).

However, war is constantly changing: the essence of warring parties, their objectives,
the means and methods of war used and the global context in which armed conflicts
take place all vary at a rapid pace. According to the World Health Organization (Who),
the frequency of inter-state wars, the most common type of international warfare, has
decreased dramatically since the conclusion of the Cold War, accounting for only 0.4
percent of all deaths in 2001 (Who, 2002). Modern wars greatly differ from fighting
practices implemented in armed conflicts in the past, when states engaged in duels,
primarily to weaken the enemy and seize control of the territory. New wars are internal
and no longer fought between states, yet strongly internationalized, and can include
both state and non-state entities. Fighters no longer necessarily wrestle for territorial
sovereignty but may also be motivated by ethnic rivalry or economic gain, or by seeking
access to the state apparatuses, in order to control minerals and other resources.
Furthermore, rather than being spared from attacks, the civilian population is
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increasingly vulnerable to serious human rights violations. By the end of the 20th
Century, civilians made up 90 percent of casualties of war, with most of these being
women and children (Tickner, 2001). This calls into question long-held beliefs about
whether the primary target of security research should be the state or the person.

What is the best way to deal with armed conflicts? Is it better to adopt a state-
centered or an individual-centered approach?

According to traditional security discourse, wars occur so that states can protect their
citizens from external threats posed by other states (Tickner, 2001). However, as Kan
Jindy Pettman points out, the state itself can be a threat to its citizens, particularly
women (Pettman, 1996): one need only consider the over 1000 allegations of rape by
the Indian police against women that surfaced in the late 1980s (Watson, 1991).

Moreover, as gender scholars point out, intra-state conflicts have a significant
individual impact, especially on women. Rape, for example, which has historically been
used as a weapon of war and considered an acceptable outcome of the conflict (Hansen,
2000), has increased significantly in the decades since the Cold War’s end and the
emergence of intra-state conflicts. Mass rape was used as a tactic of warfare in the
1990s Rwandan and Bosnian conflicts, with an estimated 250,000 women raped in
Rwanda alone (Peterson and Runyan, 1999).

Furthermore, given the nature of today’s armed conflicts, and with many modern
outbreaks of violence being ethnic or religious, women are increasingly involved in
fighting. They are seen as custodians of cultural and ethnic identity, as well as carriers
of future generations, and as such, they may be vulnerable to belligerent attacks or
threats to change or destroy their role. Female bodies are seen as territory to be
conquered (Kirby, 2012). This finding may promote a rethinking of a new international
security paradigm that isn’t based on the realist myth of protection any longer.

Security is a cultural construct founded on the myth of protection (Tickner and
Sjoberg, 2010), which explains why some approaches to security have been legitimized
whereas others have been suppressed. Historically, men are claimed to fight wars to
defend society’s vulnerable people, despite the fact that women and children suffer the
most casualties in current conflicts (Tickner, Sjoberg, 2010).

The belief that wars are fought to protect women, the elderly, and children, is not
only untrue but also a form of systemic violence. As Mary Caprioli explains, structural
violence has four basic components: exploitation, penetration, fragmentation and
marginalization. The myth of protection perpetuates all four core components at the
same time, keeping women out of constructive security procedures, telling them that
they need to be protected, isolating them from one another by keeping them in the
private sphere and marginalizing them (Caprioli, 2005). Women, on the contrary, play a
significant role in the security issue, providing support to their communities, fighting
with males, and in many other different ways. Recognizing this component can help us
reassess the security and conflict dynamics in the international relations system.

Is realism’s theory, however, appropriate for this purpose?

Or is it rather necessary to adopt a gendered perspective that the realist theory
doesn’t anticipate?
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Since World War 1I, the central concerns of realism, the dominant paradigm in
international relations, have been issues of war and national security. Realism, which
has long been a major player in international relations, holds that conflict is unavoidable
and that preparing for war is the best way to ensure state security (Wibben, 2011); in
this context, the state is obligated to protect its citizens from the anarchist world’s
threats. These considerations are harmonized with realist theories on the characteristics
of the state, which are founded on notions of «objectivity», «rationality», and «reason»,
and are based on what Hans Morgenthau refers to as the unchanging «nature of man»
(Morgenthau, 1978: 4). Strength, power, autonomy, independence, and rationality are
all characteristics associated with man and masculinity and are attributed to those
entrusted with conducting our foreign policy and defending our national interests. The
neorealist scholar Kenneth Waltz maintains that state behaviour is based on the
behaviour of the «rational economic man in the market» (Waltz, 1979: 110).

Classical realism, on the other hand, came under fire in the 1960s and 1970s, not so
much for its basic assumptions and objectives, as for its methodology and analysis
related to armed conflicts and other international transactions (Waltz, 1979). At the start
of the 1970s, realism was put to the test as the dramatic rise in oil prices brought issues,
besides war and peace and Soviet-American relations, to the forefront.

The traditional realist approach, which was solely based on political conflict in the
international system, was seen as particularly inadequate in explaining economic
conflicts between advanced capitalist states. Furthermore, Marxist theory has
challenged realism by emphasizing concerns about equality and justice, particularly in
marginalized areas of the world that have been subjected to Western colonialism, rather
than concerns about order and control (Falk, 1979; Noot, 2019; Galtung, 1971).

The notion of state, and its adequacy as a tool for addressing the diverse issues on the
international agenda began to be questioned. Threats to the security of populations,
economic inequality, poverty, and resource constraints were seen as consequences of
global capitalism’s functioning, which was, and still is, out of the control of individual
states (Falk, 1982). Therefore, what begins to falter is the basic idea of realism and its
mainstream narrative, claiming that the world is made up of nations competing in an
anarchic system to maximize their own power (Mearsheimer, 2001). Within this
dimension, while realism is associated with masculine characteristics such as power and
autonomy, gender has received little attention as a category of analysis: little emphasis
has been placed on how social and economic policies influence women. In opposition to
this approach, gender studies have criticized the state-centric orientation of realist
theories (Tickner, 1992; Hudson, 2005).

4. Feminist theories and Latin American feminism
Despite the fact that the feminist movements of the 1960s and 1970s brought

about a shift in the social order’s perspective, gender theories have become
increasingly important since the Cold War’s end to better understand current
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security challenges affecting women (Hudson, 2005). Feminism in its long and rich
history has developed into different branches, and a single definition of it is hard to
sketch. Liberal feminists criticize governments for prioritizing the interests of the
dominant group in society, which is often a group of men; radical feminists regard
the state as a gendered patriarchal power system, that can be oppressive; social
feminists look at how government policies can harm women, such as in terms of
employment and reproduction (Zajicek and Calasanti, 1998).

The different strands of feminism find a common denominator in a rejection of
realism, which is founded, as previously stated, on masculinised views of the state, one
that can only compete and never cooperate (Mearsheimer, 2001). Gender scholars, on
the other hand, advocate for international cooperation as a crucial method for dealing
with threats that cross national borders, such as terrorism (Tickner, 1992). Moreover, all
the divergent feminist strands share a skepticism towards the approaches which view
the state as a protector (Blanchard, 2003; Young, 2003).

They have also explained how realist studies, in focusing exclusively on
external/international threats to the state and ignoring problems that allegedly fall into
the private/domestic sphere, overlook some of the problems that pose serious and global
threats to women (Hooper, 2001; Hudson, 2005). Feminists disagree with this approach,
believing that the international and domestic spheres are inextricably linked, and that
their separation could be equated to the public/private dichotomy that enables domestic
abuse to continue unabated (Blanchard, 2003). Domestic abuse, for example, is
frequently allocated to the category of «private individuals» and, as a result, viewed as a
«problem outside the state’s responsibility» (Tickner, 1992: 57).

Women’s safety, on the other hand, is constantly jeopardized by such forms of
violence, as well as by their experiences in conflict situations, which are increasingly
intra-state conflicts rather than inter-state conflicts. Women are among the most
vulnerable in these conflicts. Women’s immunity is frequently ignored not only by
belligerents but also by those who are predisposed to protect civilians (Tickner and
Sjoberg, 2010; Tickner, 1997). Because of its monopoly on legitimate force, the state is
more willing to let the weak suffer as a «necessary sacrifice» (Blanchard, 2003: 1297)
during conflict while diverting resources to the military, which is paradoxically the
exact opposite of what the myth of protection implies.

The previous considerations lead us to believe that safety studies in international
relations have taken an approach that is, at the very least, incompatible with the
problems relating to gender violence. By focusing on the individual rather than the state,
a gender approach can help create a more inclusive definition of security. In gender
studies, alternative techniques such as narratives and interviews are frequently used to
reach conclusions; by including women’s everyday experiences, which are frequently
overlooked in the field of international relations, a completely different understanding
of security emerges (Wibben, 2011).

What makes the gendered approach to international relations unique is its ability to
detect hidden realities through sources such as personal experience which can tell us
more about a national conflict or sentiment than regular statistics and game theory. This
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approach can be criticized for being unscientific, but it nevertheless offers precious
insights in the analysis of international relations, especially if we consider the
inadequacy of realist theorist. A narrative-based gender approach could allow for a
plethora of contradictory and overlapping accounts and narratives that provide a more
complete picture of violence and conflict (Wibben, 2011).

In any case, one cannot discuss only one feminism approach.

Among the many approaches, decolonial feminism is the theoretical idea based on
the work of non-Western, indigenous, and black women activists involved in women’s
movements, as opposed to realist theories and western feminism theories as well
(Espinosa Mioso, 2017; Herndndez Castillo, 2010). It implies a new way of
understanding gender which emerges from oppressed women in the Global South. The
third and fourth waves of feminist theory — postfeminism, point of view, postcolonial,
and decolonial — challenge the white Western feminist gender’s theorization (Haraway,
1988; Calés and Smircich, 2006). Non-Western feminists challenge the constructions of
Global South women in Western discourse representinng them as uniformly lacking
development, education, knowledge, progress, wealth: thereby presenting them as the
others (Calas, Smircich, 2006).

Decolonial feminism interacts with arguments about coloniality/modernity,
indigenous identity, and gender, while allowing marginalized, non-Western women to
speak about their identities (Bhambra, 2014; Schiwy, 2007).

For this reason, decolonial feminist theory, according to Espinosa Minoso (2017), is
a key tool for dismantling the racist/sexist coloniality/modernity project. It is a
decolonization episteme that disturbs pre-existing senses of social organization as well
as the historical-political-economic order. It can help to understand violence against
women because it engages with the complexities of intersectionality of several aspects,
such as sex, culture and individual’s origins, to recognize the unique experiences of
indigenous peoples, create space for indigenous knowledge, and break the mechanical
transfer of knowledge from the West.

5. An application of the feminist approach to some case studies of gender-based violence

Some case studies may show the possibility of reconstructing social dynamics using
feminist theory applied to gender based violence analysis.

In the case of Colombia, for example, armed conflict has been found to be strongly
associated with the prevalence of cases of violence against women. Although on
November 24, 2016, the Colombian government signed a peace agreement with the
country’s oldest and longest-running guerrilla group, the Fuerzas armadas
revolucionarias de Colombia (Farc), the country still faces many insurgent groups that
challenge the peace process by reproducing violent behavior and endangering the well-
being of many people, particularly women. The Colombia’s armed conflict has served
as a catalyst for violence against women. It has exacerbated the hierarchical order in
social relations while also reinforcing other power relations, such as those based on
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gender (Medina, Mosquera, Sinisterra, 2017).

As a result of the armed conflict, women’s bodies have been exploited to be used as
war zones, where they become dehumanized objects of men’s abuse and attacks
(Andrade and others, 2007). As the Rapporteur on the Rights of Women of the Inter-
American Commission on the Human Rights quotes «through acts of physical,
psychological and sexual violence, the armed actors seek to intimidate, punish and
control women for having affective relationships with members of the opposing faction,
for disobeying the norms imposed by the armed actors or for participating in
organizations perceived as the enemy. These acts, however, do not solely intend to
dehumanize the victim as women. These aggressions additionally serve as a tactic to
humiliate, terrorize, and wound the “enemy”, either in the family nucleus or community
of the victim» (Rapporteur on the Rights of Women of the Inter-American commission
on the Human Rights quotes, 2015: par. 50).

This vulnerability that women face is caused not only by conflicts, but also by social
constructions that frequently re-victimize women when they seek help.

Gender vulnerability exists even in areas that have not been affected by armed
conflict. In Sdo Paulo (Brazil), for example, structural racism is one of the key factors
exacerbating gender based violence. Several studies (Hampton, Oliver, Magarian, 2003;
Waltermaurer, Watson, McNutt, 2006, Mountian, Calvo-Gonzalez, 2012; Evans 2021)
have revealed that women of color face double discrimination: in addition to gendered
oppressive social norms, they are victims of structural arrangements that discriminate,
marginalize, and punish people of color in a variety of ways.

This institutionalized racism harkens back to colonizers’ enslavement, abuse, and
sexual exploitation of Black women in the past. The stereotypes of women of color
that exist today, such as «aggressive, domineering, castrating, independent, sexually
promiscuous, and money hungry» (Hampton, Oliver and Magarian, 2003: 547), are
inextricably linked to the situation that the black community as a whole has faced
for centuries.

Certain aspects of institutionalized racism’s structural dimension certainly merit
more attention. Hampton, Oliver and Magarian (2003), for example, have identified one
such factor as «frustrated masculinity syndrome», which is inextricably linked to
gender, race, and class dynamics (Hampton, Oliver and Magarian, 2003: 27). Men are
taught from a young age that manhood is synonymous with success, employment,
economic independence, and the ability to provide for themselves and their families.
However, historically black men have been denied access to socioeconomic
opportunities that have favored white men over any other individual. Engaging in
violent behavior as a means of resolving disputes is one way low-income black men can
try to cope with their lack of success in pursuing the traditional male role. Because men
tend to direct their rage and frustration at their wives and romantic partners, women are
at a disproportionate risk of becoming victims of intimate partner violence as a result of
these patterns. According to Robert Staples, «violence as a means of status-conferral
will continue to exist among black youths in the underclass as long as the opportunity
structure for other expressions of their masculinity remain blocked by the forces of
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institutional racism» (Robert Staples, 1978: 173. See also de Avila, 2020; Matos, 2019).

In Brazil, structural racism has disproportionately impacted women of color,
isolating them due to affective refusal permeated by socially constructed ideals, as
well as the prevalence of a long-standing position of being financially dependent
on their partners (Carrijo and Martins, 2020). This last factor of financial
dependence, however, is not unique to black women but rather exists on a larger
scale among women worldwide.

6. Conclusion

In this article we aimed at demostrating that feminism in many Latin American
countries is linked to colonialism. The colonial system, which replaced the
previous community world in Latin America, introduced a structure in contrast to
pre-colonial gender dynamics, which however were not devoid of hierarchies and
power structures. As Rita Laura Segato observes, in the pre-colonial system, there
was a profound reciprocity between gender positions, «as people [could] move
between positions given as natures and they transmute, ‘making the world of the
village’ trans in many ways» (Segato 2016: 616).

In that framework, the public and private space were deeply intertwined and
equally important for the functioning of the community. The arrival of colonial
modernity ushered in a universalist rhetoric that sought to subsume all existence
under a One rationality and political subject. With the advent of colonialism, «a
female, non-white, colonial, marginal, underdeveloped person could only exist as a
minority, devoid of ontological fullness and reduced to perform the function of
alter or Other on the One as the representative and referent of the whole» (Segato
2016: 617). This One is a necessarily male figure, white, landowner, literate, the
only subject of public discourse (Segato, 2016).

We also argued that this feminist approach, as other feminist theories, can better
examine the aforementioned dynamics than other theories in order to understand
the causes of violence against women in some Latin American countries which
have been examined.

A gender perspective could provide insight into policy outcomes, as well as dispel
myths, such as the myth of protection and civilian immunity from war, that are
characteristics of the realistic theories. Realistic views of the state and security have become
obsolete for understanding violence agains women, due to the enormous changes that have
shaken the traditional functions of the state since the advent of neoliberalism in the 1970s to
the end of the Cold War in the 1990s and of youth movements starting from the 1968. Thus
opening a «window of opportunity» for safety studies (Blanchard, 2003: 1291).

The concept of the state as a protector of civilians and a deterrent to external threats
cannot account for a deep explanation of violence against women. Furthermore, realistic
theories are incapable of explaining the intricacy of complicated dimensions, such as
those found in Latin America. The feminist movements examined here, as well as those
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in other countries, demand that the state step in to fill gaps in women’s protection
policy. Dissatisfied with realism’s failure to adequately comprehend current challenges
to women’s security, the feminist theories offer an alternative by addressing the need to
fully comprehend that contemporary violence and conflicts occur within states, can be
perpetrated by state actors, and, most importantly, are profoundly gendered in their
impact. A gender approach pushes scholars to «radically rethink security» (Dalby, 1992:
119) by demonstrating how the process of securitisation is highly reliant on
masculinised assumptions that fail to consider the relationship between gender, power
and security. Women, to paraphrase a title from a Gillian Youngs’ article, are critical to
understanding the world we live in (Youngs, 2004).

In this sense a feminism perspective, particularly a decolonial feminism, can have a
significant impact on better understanding gender violence and discrimination in Latin
America: it takes into account the specific needs of Latin American women, needs that
are contestualized by colonialism’s social structures. As a result, feminism in Latin
America is more than just a voice for women: it aims to sensitize the state and society in
preparation for a more common and inclusive community, free of racism and
discrimination constructions.
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