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Abstract

This research is about the meanings of place, the processes of displacement,
community building, and struggles for empowerment narrated by Afro-Colom-
bian women community leaders in Cali, Colombia. The section Reforma rural in-
tegral part of the ‘Peace Agreement’ signed by the Colombian government and
the FARC-EP defines the place as an economic asset restricting it to its physic
meaning in contrast to the definitions given by the women who also attached to
place symbolic and social meanings.

This study relies on a phenomenon of individual and collective political
struggles around place/space in which these five women engage in collective
action countering injustices perpetrated against the displaced Afro-Colombian
people during Colombian violent conflict. In doing so, these women build their
roles within the new communities in Cali following or challenging patterns of
gender identity and engaged in institutional processes in order to provide them-
selves means to survive in the city and overcome the label of ‘victims’.

The intent is to demonstrate how through the narratives the five displaced
Afro-Colombian women create a place for themselves in different ways, through
intersections of gender, race, age, and family, as well as through loss and struggle.
They show women’s gendered perception of the old and the new places that go
beyond economic benefits and that influence women’s empowerment.

Relevance to Development Studies

Displacement is observed as a milestone in the lives of women who as conse-
quence of the Colombian armed conflict were forced to leave behind social
bonds, traditional practices, and symbolic connections with the environment
that surrounded them. Once the women arrived at the new context barriets on
economic, political, and social issues are met. Then, in order to overcome this
situation certain conditions of development are required, such as finalizing or
continue school, courses on food production, skills training or micro-enterprise,
among others. Only few cases manage to access courses where they are taught
about victims’ law, human rights, or gender. For this reason, development is an
important element for the reestablishment of victim’s rights.

From this perspective, it can be said that displaced women coming from a
divided society gather together in communities pursuing the rewards of future
development. Development in terms of enhancement of individual and collec-
tive choices and social justice where meanings of place are encountered. Though,
many cases do not overcome their category of ‘victims’, some women manage
to take advantage of the opportunities given by the new context, becoming ac-
tive agents rather than passive, challenging gender roles and becoming repre-
sentatives of their communities in institutional spaces.

This study shows that women are not talking from an idea of emancipation
in the classical development way (men vis a vis women), but in terms of embed-
dedness in the community and opportunities, knowledge, and recognition. Fur-
thermore, this research brings a new perspective to the debates about women’s
emancipation and empowerment by connecting notions of place as socially and
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symbolically constructed where ethnic/racial and gender power relations influ-
ence the women’s role in the society.

Keywords

Place, space, community, empowerment, Afro-Colombian, displacement, armed
conflict, Colombia.



Chapter 1
Introduction

The 24" of November of 2016 the final Peace Agreement was signed by the
main actors: the Colombian government and the FARC-EP (in English, Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces of Colombia — People’s Army). The implementation of
Agreement’s has six chapters (Integral rural reform, Political Participation, Solu-
tion to the problem of illicit drugs, Victims, and Mechanisms for implementation
and verification) started on 2° December that year.

For the aim of this Research Paper, two chapters are important: first chapter
Reforma rural integral (Integral rural reform) and chapter 5 17timas (Victims). In
the first chapter, the Colombian government and the FARC-EP shared the in-
tention of reversing the consequences of the armed conflict, in order to restore
to the victims of forced displacement and the communities their rightful owner-
ship of, and voluntary return to the land (rural territories) from which they left
(Peace Agreement 2016: 17). In this regard the section on Z#imas considers that
“The application of the land restitution policy will obey, among others, the tech-
nical criteria of historical density of the dispossession and the conditions for the
return” (Peace Agreement 2016: 184). People who would benefit by this land
restitution process would have technical and financial support for the recon-
struction of their life projects and strategies for revenue generation, “strategies
for recovery and reconstruction of the social fabric; strengthening of the organ-
izational processes and the construction of the historical memory for reconcili-
ation” (Peace Agreement 2016: 184).

The proposed Integral Rural Reform implies that for the government and
the FARC the land, and the place/space from which people were forced to flee,
is seen as physical, and geographical— as land that can be used for economic
activities such as agriculture or building. But such understanding does not con-
sider the social and symbolic meanings of the place and the land. For the five
displaced Afro-Colombian women leaders from the Colombian Pacific coast liv-
ing in Cali that took part in this research, physical, symbolic, and social meanings
of place/space are intertwined. Therefore, the place/space that they ate claiming
as a result of the Peace Agreement it is not necessarily the land in the rural areas
they left.

These five women embody intersections of race/ethnicity and gender with
leadership position in the communities they are members of. They have shared
collective exercises of displacement, emplacement, and empowerment with their
communities, and have narrated them to me, offering specific perspectives on
the meaning of place, community and empowerment. Displacement — and espe-
cially one caused by violent conflict - is often seen through the prism of victim-
hood in literature, in political scenarios, and interventions. However, although
this research does not deny realities of victimisation by violence and displace-
ment, the focus is on how women reconstruct their lives and become leaders in
their new communities, while continuing to relate to the places and communities
they have been forced to leave. This means that the women I talked with want
“to use [their| capacity in one way or another, to be an agent rather than a passive
being, a victim (...) [they] will try to influence the course of events as much as



possible, rather than sit back and suffer changes” (Eduards 1994 as cited in
Kaufman and Williams 2010: 64).

1.1 Socio-historical context

The conflict in Colombia dates from 1940s and 1950s, when the country
passed through a long period of confrontation between two major parties: the
Conservatives and the Liberals. This period until 1957 was called ‘T.a Violencia’
(‘The Violence’). It ended with a pact between the two sides in which the sharing
of power was interchanged every four years. The agreement called ‘El Frente
Nacional’ (the ‘National Front’) allowed these two parties to maintain exclusive
power not giving chance to other movements to participate in the democratic
agenda.

While the elites distributed the power and the positions in the government,
the unequal development in different regions of the country and the unequal
distribution of the land raised feelings of discontent among the population. That
gave birth in 1964 to two left-wing guerrillas: the FARC-EP and the ELN (Ejér-
cito de Liberaciéon Nacional, in English National Liberation Army). By the
1980’s both groups managed to expand from small rural areas to wider regions
in which extortion and selective kidnapping were the motors for their financial
supportl.

In the 1980’s armed right-wing groups started organizing as counterparts of
the guerrillas by expelling them from the territories they controlled. These pri-
vate armed groups, called ‘paramilitaries’, were constituted as ‘self-defence’ uni-
ties that in some cases were formed by members of the state military, politicians
and private actors that initially were concerned about protecting the civil com-
munity or their land properties from the actions of the guerrillas. However, many
of the paramilitaries started working for powerful drug cartels by looking after
the drug shipments, protecting powerful landowners’ territories, and killing on
behalf of their own drug trafficking business. In 1997 many paramilitaries
formed a coalition called Atodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC; United Self-
Defence Forces of Colombia) whose actions were camouflaging their illicit eco-
nomic activities, including drug trafficking, expulsion of population, kidnapping
and extortion.

In the disputes over the territory, the guerrillas, the AUC and the official
state military (when present) unleashed violence that hugely affected rural com-
munities. Systematic murders, massacres, disappearances, sexual violence, and
displacement intensified the feelings of abandonment of the rural communities
by the State. As stated by the Colombian organisation Ruta Pacifica de las Mu-
jeres (in English Women’s Peaceful Route):

The land is the most coveted good in war because it obeys to the war strategic
needs as a corridor for supply, or for its natural wealth as agricultural produc-
tion or subsoil wealth (...) [E]xpressions of explicit violence by armed actors

1 Although other guerrilla groups formed later, they are not addressed in this research
because the only guerrilla groups that have stayed active up to 2016 are FARC and ELN.
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have to do with the purpose of appropriating land as the main cause of dis-
placement (2013: 113).

Several governments tried to put an end to the conflict, but a number of
reasons have made resolution impossible. Finally, from 2002 onwards, during
the administration of Alvaro Uribe Vélez, the so-called ‘Democratic Security
Policy’ — in practice a military strategy, supported by the US anti-terrorism cam-
paign - was introduced in order to defeat the illegal armed groups militarily. This
program made possible the demobilisation of the AUC members from 2003 to
2006 under the ‘Justice and Peace’ law. The process raised many doubts among
the public, as the small drug organisations appeared from the remains of once
bigger AUC structure.

With the departure of Alvaro Uribe Vélez in 2010, the former Defence Min-
ister of his government, Juan Manuel Santos Calderon, arrived at the presidency.
With the advantage of weakened guerrilla due to the ‘Democratic Security Pol-
icy’, Santos Calderén decided to try again a strategy of dialogues with the FARC.
The process begun in 2012 and culminated in November 2016 with the Peace
Agreement.

Prior to the peace negotiations between the FARC and the government of
Santos Calderén, in 2011, the Law 7448 Victims and Land Restitution Act and the
Law Decree 4635 specifically addressing Afro-descendent communities were cre-
ated as tools with which the State undertook to generate a series of economic,
symbolic, psychological, educational, and political strategies, seeking to re-estab-
lish the rights of populations affected by violent conflict. The Chapter 5 of the
Peace Agreement on Victims emphasises many of the commitments from these
previous laws, adding a gender component throughout the document. In addi-
tion, the participation of the victims at the table of peace negotiations allowed
the agreements to target the direct needs of the population and promote strate-
gies differentiated by ethnic status.



1.1.1 The Pacific region

REGIONS AND DEPARTMENTS OF COLOMBIA
i '

EASTERN PLAINS

REGION
NCUOIUIN

CARIBBEAN REGION
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PACIFIC REGION
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El Charco (Narifio) S t d T |
antander, 1olima

@ Santa Maria de Timbiqui (Cauca)
Buenaventura (Valle del Cuaca)
@ Cali (Capital of Valle del Cauca)

Map 1 Regions and departments of Colombia. Source: the author

The Colombian Pacific region is an area known for its high ecological and
biological diversity, wealth of natural resources and its population - mostly in-
digenous and afro-descendent. The low social mobility, geographical isolation,
and institutional weakness make for the high poverty rates, quality of life below
the national average and reliance on extractive economies and politics (Ace-
moglu and Robinson as cited in Galvis et al. 2016: 4). These practices of extrac-
tion sometimes clash with the worldview of the grassroots communities that
inhabit the region and whose relationship with their zervitory> has symbolic and
social meanings.

By 2015 one-third of Pacific region population lived in poverty, which in-
cludes low health security, inadequate water and sewer coverage, deprivation in
educational achievement and low quality of employment (Galvis et al. 2016: 21,
24). These conditions, fed by the absence of the State, have facilitated the pres-
ence of illegal armed groups (especially in rural areas) whether guerrillas, para-
militaries, or drug traffickers since the end of the XX century. Their fight over
control of the resources (of mining or logging), illegal crops, and routes for the
trafficking of arms and drugs, placed Pacific region communities in the middle
of violent actions.

Consequently, the population have been forced to cede territories to the
illegal groups. People were violently displaced from rural areas (usually) to cities
in which the new place and new social contexts and relationships crated new

2 In terms of Grueso and Arroyo, #erritory is not only a possessed property, but “is seen
as a constructed by the communities on the basis of the ‘use spaces’ (espacios de uso)
of the ecosystems that sustain the life project of the community. The territory is the
space where the social matrix is woven generation after generation, linking past, present,
and future in a close relationship with the natural environment” (2005: 102).
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dynamics. Hence, displaced people lose not just their land and the link with their
territory, but also the networks and relationships built there, and sometimes their
role in the community also changed.

The new context provides the internally displaced people with a set of var-
ied challenges and prospects, that according to Bjarnsen and Vigh “may result
in new opportunities for empowerment in or liberation from suppressive social
hierarchies” (2016: 12). This process of liberation might bring development of
specific socio-affective attachments to the new place, as well as the old, that
could lead to creation of different community ties and could trigger a recon-
struction of the self, necessary in the new context.

The Peace Agreement supposes new considerations for the internally dis-
placed people. In its approach to the restitution of land, the State assumes the
meaning of land and territory solely as an economic asset and omits to under-
stand the meanings of the land linked to identity, sense of belonging and ances-
tral heritage, or its social relevance evident in community networks and relation-
ships. But as my research with women shows, social and symbolic meanings of
both the places they had to leave and the places where they reconstructed their
lives are as important as the actual plots of land they are invited by the govern-
ment to go back to.

1.1.2 Women in wartime mobilities

According to the Consejo Noruego para Refugiados (NRC - Norwegian Refugee
Council) and the Alto Comisionado de las Naciones Unidas para los Refugiados
(ACNUR - United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) (2014: 2) the major
percentage of victims of displacement by 2014 were women (51,2% women in con-
trast to 48,6% men, regardless of ethnicity). Displacement bought the loss of “indi-
vidual and cultural identity, the silence or separation of community spaces, the frac-
ture of affective ties and the violent transformation of daily dynamics in their family
and social relationship” (Ruta Pacifica de las Mujeres as cited in NRC and ACNUR
2014: 4). Being an Afro-Colombian woman adds another layer of vulnerability, as
recognized by the Colombian state (see Ministry of Labour, in UARIV 2013: 25) as
well as women’s organizations:

“The cultural impact [of the conflict] has been especially relevant among Afro-
descendant and indigenous women. Being black or indigenous, being poor and
women, have been conditions that have led to greater victimisation. Violence
is transversal to the conditions of marginalisation and poverty of different eth-
nic groups” (Ruta Pacifica de las Mujeres 2013: 469).

Thus, the power of resilience is a force that should be recognised in order
to understand women’s agency and their experiences and strategies in the new
context.

Some Afro-Colombian women have developed new networks of commu-
nity support in the new places, have gained access to different forms of liveli-
hood means and have become leaders in their neighbourhoods achieving recog-
nition within their communities. The possibilities offered by the city where
majority of the displaced have gone have allowed them to access education, de-
velop new sense of belonging and strengthen their sense of belonging to the
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territory from which they came, as well as enhance their autonomy and self-es-
teem.

1.2 Research questions and objectives

Main question:

How are meanings of place, the processes of displacement, community
building, and struggles for empowerment narrated by Afro-Colombian women
community leaders in Cali, Colombia?

Sub-questions:

1. What are the social and symbolic meanings given to the places left
behind and newly inhabited, by displaced Afro-Colombian women?

2. How women narrate their belonging to different places and communi-
ties, and their struggles to establish new life after displacement?

3. How are gender and ethnicity/race embedded in these narratives?

Objectives:

My theoretical objective is to strengthen the body of knowledge about rela-
tionships between displacement, women’s empowerment, and community in a
post-conflict context, and to specifically contribute to the knowledge about
Afro-Colombian women and communities. On the one hand, there is very little
theoretical work about displaced Afro-Colombian women that are leaders; on
the other hand, the literature that does exist presents displaced women in a war
setting mostly from a victimhood approach. My perspective diverges from this
one, while simultaneously acknowledging the loss and the violence they experi-
enced.

My social objective is to contribute to the social justice by addressing injus-
tices in which knowledge and experience of the minorities and victims of dis-
placement are not being considered to build a stable and durable peace.

I also hope to contribute to the social policy interventions in support of
women’s empowerment. In this regard, Bauder stated:

What is needed is a fundamental challenge to the idea that one ideology can
legitimately dominate over another (...) Social policies must ensure that local
communities have voices in the debate of societal norms and expectations of
work, education, family, or whatever categories these communities identify
(2001: 288).

My research is an attempt to contribute to such challenges to theory, policy,
and practice.

1.3 Justification

This research is relevant to a conflict or post-conflict setting, particularly
for Colombia that has just entered a process of peacebuilding. The Chapter 5
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of the Peace Agreements regarding Victims and its section on land restitution
promises that people forcefully displaced by conflict will receive back their land.
However, not all of those people are planning to move back to their former
territories. In this regard, there is a need for a broader understanding of what
place means to the displaced people, and what are their motivations to build
their life in specific places, in order to inform future applications of the policy
on behalf the victims and their rights.

1.4 Methodologies and Methods

This project is based on interviews and participant observation (following
Peretz 2004) of five displaced Afro-Colombian women from the Colombian Pa-
cific coast, living in Cali, and the meanings they give the old and new places of
their lives. Gillian Rose notes that “feminist, post-colonial and post-Marxist cri-
tiques argue that all knowledge is produced in specific circumstances and that
those circumstances shape it in some way” (1997: 305). The knowledges of these
five women, based on personal experiences, are the ones in which the meanings
of places are embedded, including circumstances of the armed conflict, forced
displacement, emplacement, struggles of reconstructing one’s life, activism, loss,
and resilience.

Chandra Talpade Mohanty (as cited in Peake and Trotz 1999: 2) has noted
that “the image of women as homogeneous and victimised was productive of
the “Third World woman’ as a fragile category in a discursive framework in which
‘Western feminism’ could be seen as the only side of agency and critical femi-
ninity”. In order to defeat these frames of victimhood in which images of
women are essentialised, and with the purpose of capturing the complexity of
their subjectivities as well as their diverse experiences, I have conducted this
research by paying attention to empowerment and self-realization after displace-
ment.

The five women I interviewed come from rural settings, and now live in a
city. They belong to non-governmental organisations where they play an active
role as leaders, and their voices represent Afro-Colombian displaced women
from the Pacific region. They are women of influence. They are not requesting
for land restitution in the rural areas and do not plan to go back to the regions
from which they came. Instead, they are claiming physical, symbolic, and social
places in Cali. But the places they came from still matter to them.

All the interviewed women agreed for their true names to be used in the
research. The interviews were semi-structured and divided into two themes, the
first one concentrated on the past, the second associated with present experi-
ences in Cali. Additionally, I conducted a mapping exercise with each woman in
order to identify the places - in their ferritories and in Cali - the women considered
the most important. The maps helped me “see” what was dear to the women in
each context.

The method of a semi-structured interview made it possible to “unfold in a
conversational manner offering the participants the chance to explore issues they
[felt were| important” (Longhurst, 2003: 143). I asked very broad questions
about their notions and feeling about places in relation to the process of Land
Restitution and the life they lead before the forced displacement in terms of
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community participation, hopes and expectations, as well as their current life in
Cali.

Additionally, I also used observation method, joining as an observer in the
meetings and gatherings of women’s organisations and community groups.
There I could observe how they negotiate their leadership in groups varied by
age, gender, and ethnicity. In three out of five cases I conducted the interviews
in the women’s houses where I could also see very briefly the particularities of
their neighbourhoods.

1.4.1 Interviewed women

Before moving to Cali, I started contacting organisations, institutions, and
colleagues whose work is related to voluntary activities for displaced communi-
ties, women’s groups, or Afro-Colombian cultural spaces. The first contact
yielded a link with Erlendy Cuero Bravo. To find the other women, I talked to
various colleagues when I arrived in the field, went to various organisations, and
participated in a number of group meetings and workshops. I went to the Casa
Matria para Mujeres (Matria House for Women), the organisation Ruta Pacifica
de las Mujeres and a meeting of the Mesa Municipal de Mujeres (Women’s Mu-
nicipal Table) where I was guided to three women: Elena Hinestroza Venté,
Francelina Carabali Torres, and Eloisa Montafio Guerrero. Eloisa introduced
me to Elsy Johana Mancilla Paz. These are the women who shared their stories
with me:

Elena Hinestroza Venté is a 52-year-old singer from Santa Marfa de Tim-
biqui (Cauca) where she was the leader of a women’s organisation and women’s
music group. Back there, she had a contract-based work with the municipality.
Nowadays she lives in the neighbourhood Los Lagos, leads a music group ‘Inte-
gracion Pacifica’ and is a member in La Casa Cultural ‘El Chontaduro’ (in Eng-
lish, Cultural House ‘El Chontaduro’). She does not have a permanent job.

Francelina Carabali Torres is 52-year-old poetess and storyteller from El
Charco (Narifio) where she was a teacher (she had contract-based work with the
municipality) and the leader of a women’s organisation. Nowadays she lives in
the neighbourhood Llanogrande leads the organisation ASIMUCAHO and is a
member in La Escuela de Identidad Cultural ‘Ser Quien Soy’ (in English, School
of Cultural Identity ‘Being Who I Am’). She works in The Program of Psycho-
social Care and Integral Health to Victims (PAPSIVI).

Erlendy Cuero Bravo is a 42-year-old leader, the one with most influence in
the group. Having born in Buenaventura she started her engagements with the
communities once she was displaced to Cali. Nowadays, she lives in the neigh-
bourhood Villa del Sur, is the coordinator of AFRODES Cali (Asociacion
Nacional de Afrocolombianos Desplazados, in English National Association of
Displaced Afro-Colombians) and its vice-president at the national level, and she
is the leader in ‘El Camino Propuesto’. Erlendy has a stable job in ACOPLE
(Alianza de Organizaciones por lo Emocional, in English Alliance of Organiza-
tions for the Emotional) as a coordinator of the program.

Eloisa Montafio Guerrero is a 55-year-old artisan from Buenaventura where
she had a liquor store as her business. She started her process working for the
communities once she moved to Cali. She is currently living in the neighbour-
hood Cristobal Colén, developing her own clothing brand, leading one artisans’
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organisation, one women’s foundation and leading the Afro Committee in her
comuna. She does not have a formal job, but she is a businesswoman.

Elsy Johana Mancilla Paz is 29-year-old artisan and dancer from El Charco
(Narifio) where she learned the bases for the activities she practices now. Back
there, she did not have job stability, but for brief periods, she used to work for
the municipality. Today, she is living in the neighbourhood Ciudadela Invicali, is
a member of Entramados and the Fundacién de Empresarios y Artesanos Af-
ropacifico and is developing her own women’s accessories brand.

1.4.2 Sites of research

The municipal- YUMBO PALMIRA
ity of Cali has a po-
litical-administra-
tive division made
up of 22 comunas,
each comuna gathers
together neighbour-
hoods that share so-
cio-economic  and
demographic partic-
ularities. In total,
Cali has 249 neigh-
bourhoods and the
fieldwork that lasted
four weeks was con-
ducted mostly in
neighbourhoods lo-
cated at the east of
the city. According
to the Encuesta de
Calidad de Vida

North - West

. North - East

. Aguablanca
District

. East
. South

2012 — 2013 (in JAMUNDI
English, Quality of
Life Survey 2012 — Map 2 Comunas in Cali. Source: the author.

2013) “(communas 7,

13, 14, 15 and 21) have the largest proportion of the Afro-Colombian population
with 48%, followed by the centre-east conglomerate (comunas 8, 11, 12 and 16)
with 15% of the population that identifies itself as Afro-descendant” (as cited in
Alcaldia de Santiago de Cali 2015: 22). As a socio-economic demarcation, the
neighbourhoods are categorized from strata 1 to 6, with 1 being the lowest in
hierarchy, characterised by socio-economic features such as deficiency in public
services, problems of security, and poverty (Castillo, et al. 2012: 135, 136). Add-
ing to this, the most common strata in the neighbourhoods gathered in the Co-
muna 10 and 11 is the 3; the Comunas 13, 14, 15 and 21 have most common level
1 and 2 (Alonso, et al. 2007: 51 — 113).

Interviews were conducted in the women’s houses, community houses and
cultural centres where their groups and/or organizations meet. Those places
where located in the comunas 10, 11, 13 and 21. Although the comuna 15 was not
a site of research, it was brought through the interview with Erlendy as the place
where she has more influence. A document issued by CODHES in 2011 (as cited
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in Observatorio Social 2011:22) stated that the displaced people who arrived to
Cali “are located in the most vulnerable comunas of the city, establishing kinship
networks with other generations of migrants who had settled in other districts
of the city”. Therefore, taking elements of displacement and ethnic affiliation, it
is possible to understand how Elena, Francelina, Erlendy and Elssy ended up
living in those areas and finding in those comunas their spaces of influence.

The comunas where the women live are characterized by the presence of
gangs and high homicides. According to OCHA (2014: 3), this is especially rel-
evant for comunas 15 and 21 (classified at strata 1). This is reflected in restrictions
to mobility due to invisible frontiers that marked the presence of gangs or non-
state armed actors (guerrillas and various other paramilitaries) (OCHA, 2014: 2).

Following Riafio-Alcala (2002: 293) the degree of risk in the comunas 13, 14
and 15, all classified at strata 1 (where Elena, Elssy and Etlendy live and/or
work) is evident in the Map 1 (Observatorio Social, 2011: 20), which shows that
these comunas have the highest rates of homicides in the city. The comunas 10 and
11 (where Elofsa and Erlendy live respectively), classified at strata 3, are areas
where the gangs or homicides rates are not as high. Additionally, both comunas
are legally established, while the comunas 13, 14 and 15 are “neighbourhoods that
were mainly formed by invasion processes and illegal urbanizations, with a pop-
ulation of scarce economic resources coming from other places in the city and

displaced from the countryside” (Red de Salud de Oriente 2011).

1.4.3 Narrative analysis

None of the women told their stories using a narrative of victimhood. Even
when loss and pain are elements of these narratives it is not shown from the
perspective of the victimhood, but as part of experiences that define their lives
and they subject positions (Kaufman and Williams 2010: 4). For some women
becoming a leader is a conscious choice. For others, the decision to become a
leader is more about “overlapping lines of connection than parallel points of
departure” (Drummond as cited in Peake and Trotz 1999: 93).

In this study I use narrative inquiry as “a form of case-centered research”
(Mishler 1996 as cited in Riessman 2014: 4) where “the ‘personal troubles’ that
participants represent in their narratives (...) tell us great deal about social and
historical processes” (Riessman 2014: 4). These historical processes of armed
conflict, displacement, emplacement, community building, and empowerment
are embodied experiences and are part of the narratives the five women bring.
Those stories “are works of history as much as they are about individuals, the
social spaces they inhabit, and the societies they live in” (Riessman 2014: 4).

Thematic analysis was used to interpret personal narratives and to under-
stand how the narrators construct the meanings of their lives in places they left
and to which they came. Riessman notes that “narrators can position themselves
as agentic beings that assume control over events and actions (...) they can shift
among positions, giving themselves agentic roles in certain scenes and passive
roles in others” (2014: 11). After collecting the women’s stories, I have “induc-
tively create[d] conceptual grouping from the data [where] a topology of narra-
tives organised by theme is the typical representational strategy” (Riessman 2005:
2). This type of analysis helped me theorise across the different stories “finding
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common thematic elements across research participants and the events they re-
port” (Riessman 2005: 3) and identifying narrative through which they give
meanings to place/space.
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1.5 Theoretical perspectives

This research uses interdisciplinary theoretical perspectives combining stud-
ies of place/space, displacement, community, and empowerment, and using
feminist conceptualisation of intersectionality as both a theoretical perspective
and a methodological tool. Winker and Degele (2011: 51) have offered an inter-
sectional methodology in which the level of social structures, constructions of
identity and symbolic representations are drawn together. The interactive dimen-
sions of inequality “can mutually strengthen or weaken each other” (Crenshaw
as cited in Winker and Degele 2011: 51) shaping women’s experiences and their
narratives. This research focuses on gender and race/ethnicity as elements of
identity affiliation, cultural symbols, and social structures, tracing them in
women’s narratives about places they left and live in now (Winker and Degele
2011: 58, 59).

1.5.1 Meanings of Place

Jeff Malpas considers that space “must be understood as a social and dis-
cursive practice, and as a product of interrelations rather than a self-contained,
bounded, homogeneous entity” (as cited in Arias 2010: 32). This perspective
allows me to see the subjects of my research as people who are geo-referentially
located and connected to social, political, and cultural processes embedded in a
place.

Doteen Massey (1994) also defines place/space in terms of social relations
as contextually produced. This means that place/space is constituted by fluid
interrelations and intersections “[conceived] of all facets of social life — including
social structure — as spatial (...) [in which] the concept place-structure enables
the expression of community-based ideologies simultaneously as a structural and
a spatial concept” (Bauder 2001: 287).

Jansen and Lofving (2007) note that “place is remarkably often reduced to
the ‘décor’ where the violence ‘takes place’, but it is seldom viewed in conjunc-
tion with phenomena constitutive of both displacement and emplacement”
(2007: 6). Hence, they propose an approach in which the relationship between
violence, displacement, and emplacement are seen as processes that help to con-
figure notions of space (Jansen and Lofving 2007: 6). Consequently, “places [do
not| constitute [only] physical, social, and sensorial realms for our actions, but
for our memories and imaginations as well” (Riafio-Alcala 2002: 280). This
means that places evoke emotions related to the past or can trigger hopes for
the future (Brown and Pickerill 2009: 28).

Arias (2010) defines ‘space’ as a social product that is constantly trans-
formed and reproduced obeying to the dynamics of the daily life. For the author,
‘space’ is “simultancously tangible and intangible, as a set of social circumstances
and physical landscapes and as a constellation of discourses that simultaneously
reflected, constituted, and at time undermined, the hegemonic social order”
(Arias 2010: 29). Following this assumption place/space can be understood as
‘lived spaces’ that “encompass|es] both the ‘perceived space’ of material spatial
practices and the ‘conceived space’ of symbolic representations and epistemol-
ogy” (Lefebvre and Soja as quoted by Peake and Trotz 1999: 6). Thus “space is
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not just the backdrop against which social interaction takes place; space consti-
tutes difference and is deeply implicated in the production of identities and ine-
qualities” (Peake and Trotz 1999: 6, 7).

While some authors use ‘place’ and ‘space’ interchangeably, in this research
I will use the concept of ‘place’, and approach it as shaped by ethnicity/race,
gender, and war i.e. displacement experiences. I will explore meanings of both
the rural places from which women were expelled (in Colombian terminology
called zerritories) and the urban neighbourhoods of Cali where they settled.

1.5.2 Meanings of Community

Kaufman and Williams (2010) consider a context of war as a trigger for
women to work together with the purpose of fulfilling their needs, and create
networks that starts as a support net and ultimately leads to political action.

In this set of ideas, it is possible to say that building community is tightly
related to feelings of empowerment based on inter-ethnic solidarity, neighbour-
hood-based exchange and activism and variation of protest actions (Brown and
Pickerill 2009: 32; Peake and Trotz 1999: 93).

For the women I interviewed, these relationships are built initially within
neighbourhoods with whose population they shared similarities in geographical
background, experiences of violence and displacement, as well as gender and
race. Later, when they start to feel familiarity with the city, the networks ex-
panded to other neighbourhoods, comunas or transcend geographical scenarios
to enter political, academic, and cultural fields.

1.5.3 Women’s Empowerment

Sarah Radcliffe (1993) calls for attention to the romanticised idea of em-
powerment as implicit deconstructions and constructions or raising new identi-
ties but also as inscribed in the same pattern as the hegemonic order. Naila Ka-
beer considers empowerment as the set of actions performed by women to take
responsibility for their own decisions and own lives, overcoming social con-
straints and taking advantage of conditions of the place that allows them to mo-
bilize around their self-defined priorities (1994: 260). When women decide to
act they have to determine in which type of action they are going to engage, and
these decisions are context-specific and linked to their sense of self (Kaufman
and Williams 2010: 63, 64), as well as their lived experiences.

According to the organization Ruta Pacifica de las Mujeres, one of the main
trigger of women’s activism in their violence affected communities is the broken

trust in the government and the state due to its absence from the rural areas
(2013: 182):

“After being victims of violence by armed actors and suffering the negligence
of the State, [women] engage in women’s organizations, and victims or human
rights organizations. They found in other women the example and the invita-
tion to work in groups, to think about the rights they have as women and as
victims. This is how, through sorority (solidarity among women), many victims
become leaders and human rights defenders, and weave their lives to value and
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recognise themselves as subjects of law, to demand state attention and contrib-
ute to building the paths leading to peace” (Ruta Pacifica de las Mujeres 2013:
473).

Through their organisations or other urban community spaces, the women
develop a type of activism that puts pressure on the formal political structures
(Kaufman and Williams, 2010: 58) or creates conditions for self-organizing
within neighbourhoods.

1.6 Theoretical perspectives of this research

In this research place, community and empowerment are understood as
concepts that nurture each other and overlap in the women’s experiences. I ap-
proach my research problem from human geography perspective considering
meanings of place as physical, symbolic, and socially constructed, as well as con-
text-specific, related to the broader understanding of subjects’ realities, particu-
larly those located as social minorities in Colombia, due to their gender and eth-
nicity/race.

Regarding the theoretical discussion about race and ethnicity, the women I
interviewed used both notions interchangeably. However, I will use the notion
of ethnicity rather than race in order to encompass the terminology used in in-
stitutional, organisations and academic documents about Colombia and its mi-
norities. While I am aware of the debates that surround the notions of ethnicity
and race in cultural studies, I take both race and ethnicity as ideological con-
structs in order to “underscore the ‘contingency of biological categories which
are chosen according to social and cultural criteria in specific material circum-
stances” (Kobayashi and Peake 1994: 234). This suggests that race and ethnicity
are geographical and historical constructs whose specificity and effects must be
named (Peake and Trotz 1999: 4). Those specificities — in the lives of women I
interviewed — include violence, displacement, emplacement and struggles to re-
construct their lives and thus also their selves. They do so by various forms of
activism and by creating new communities, engaging with people and places
where they settled. As Rose points out:

“Many feminist geographers argue that identities are extraordinarily complex,
not only because gender, class, ethnicity and sexuality, to name just a few axes
of social identity, mediate each other, but also because each of those elements
is relational. That is a sense of self-depends on a sense of being different from
someone else. Identity is theorized as based on the difference from others but
not on separation from others” (1997:314).

Gender and ethnicity are not just identities — they are structures of power
that create specific social location for Afro-Colombian women as social minori-
ties. But other social relations of power are important for their experiences as
well. As already stated, their rural background intersects with their life experience
in complex ways. On the one hand this complexity is tied to the history of the
conflict wherein rural territories have been especially targeted by violence. On
the other hand, it is also related to traditional gendered roles that often-limited
life options for rural women. This is especially important when reflecting on
women’s decisions not to leave their new urban lives and go back to the rural
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areas. Age and marital status, as well as experiences of marriage and family are
equally important. All those relations of power are implicated in life choices of
women I interviewed. Thus, not surprisingly, the stories of their experiences and
the meanings they attach to the places they left and those they now live in have
many differences, as well as similarities. I have group their stories into three nar-
ratives: Recreating traditions and the self, Activism and Justice, and Motherhood and oppor-
tunities. All three narratives share a few main themes, even if they are told differ-
ently: the relationships of place and time; the sense of community; and the
meaning of empowerment.
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Chapter 2 Recreating traditions and the self

Elena Hinestroza Venté and Francelina Carabali Torres preserve the links
between the old and new place by the practices and promotion of what they see
as their cultural heritage and traditions. This heritage is expressed through the
clothes they use, the way they communicate, the music they interpreted, the po-
ems, the storytelling, and the rhymes they create and share, but most importantly,
it is defined through race and gender. The women arrived at Cali from rural
areas, and have guided their path through the city by strengthening their cultural
identities and identities of other Afro-Colombian women from the same regions,
in the organisations they lead.

Both women note that they are being uprooted from the place, but not from
the person they are. This means they feel being embedded in their communities
and having a sense of belonging, not only as individual but also within a com-
munity they feel is ‘their own’. Pinderhughes notes that “the peer-community is
firmly anchored in the neighbourhood, and community-level ideologies are spa-
tially grounded in the context of the neighbourhood” (as quoted by Bauder,
2001: 281). Thus, in the city the women recreate social and symbolic geographies
of their former zerritories.

2.1 Meanings of Place

For Elena and Francelina, the recognition of the importance of their tradi-
tions as a cultural heritage has been a concern that shaped their decisions and
leadership in their organisations, both in terms of past and present contexts. As
Harcourt and Escobar explain “culture, identity, and the defence of the environ-
ment thus emerge as the organising principle of both everyday life and political
strategy” (2005: 11).

Back in their former zerritories, both women played an active role in their
communities as leaders of women’s group, where their daily practices “demar-
cate the territory [and] consolidate it through the construction of cultural iden-
tities” (Grueso and Arroyo, 2005: 103). These identities were rooted in a geo-
graphical location but have also been expressed through their social relations
and in their cultural practices such as singing, making poetry and storytelling.
What these practices contained were stories of their daily lives, surroundings,
and struggles, because as Elena said, “the Pacific region always sings to tell a
story”. Therefore, the stories are “located in particular times and places, and
individuals’ narratives about their troubles are works of history as much as they
are about individuals, the social spaces they inhabit, and the societies they live
in” (Riessman, 2014: 4). This is how the two women’s cultural practices not only
reflect their rural and urban serritory, but also are gendered and ethnicized repre-
sentations of their social struggles.

Elena’s and Francelina’s past zervitories are places of contradictions. On the
one hand the places they left mean peace and harmony, on the other they repre-
sent diverse forms of violence. In this regard Riafio-Alcald notes, “places are
marked by memories of death, destruction or fighting as they can be haunted by
images of horror and destruction, but the memories of group rituals, local myths
or collective moments of encounter inhabit these places as well” (2002: 277).
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Therefore, what women bring to the new context are both feelings of loss and
happiness, including the dearest elements of their lives, those that are tightly
related to their traditions both in symbolic and social terms. Nostalgia is pow-
erful in the experiences of places they left, as ‘spaces of remembrance’ that evoke
‘bittersweet’ memories (Kaplan and Kleiner as quoted by Brown and Hum-
phreys, 2006: 244).

Both women write poetry as a traditional form of expression, and they both
expressed the feelings of nostalgia and loss in poems which they recited for me:

I wanted to swim in the puddles
Remembering my childhood

And how I could not do it

I cried for God I cried

I cried because for me, my land was in ruins

But it was all different for those who did the damage (Elena)

And today here I am

Running from that violence
That mercilessly threw me out
Far from my inheritance
Because in the field one lived
Enjoying one’s paradise

Until the evil ones arrived
And shredded everything
Destroyed everyone

Evil crosses my way

In the countryside, one lived
With all its traditions

Sharing in barter and minga’
With our values the whole breeding pattern
What the older people left
With lots of bonanzas

And very few errors (Francelina)

In Cali, one of the possibilities that the city gives to the women is the relative
freedom of mobility due to the size of the urban area, in contrast to the more
restricted mobility in the rural territories. In addition, Cali gives them the possi-
bility of remaining anonymous when needed, and the chance to expand their
networks in terms of cultural or social links. These are particularities that show
the relationship between place/space and community. The violence the women

3 In Latin America, as for this context, #znga means voluntary communal work.

17



faced in the rural areas is more related to control over the #erritory and resources
by the illegal armed groups. In the city they are not completely free to go around
or safe from violence either, as there they have to deal with crime related to the
presence of gangs and drug business, or urban guerrilla segments.

Elena’s lives in Los Lagos, a neighbourhood that is part of the comuna 13.
Her house is two blocks away from the main street. Around there it is possible
to find a school, a carpentry workshop, and various sales premises in some
houses. The block where Elena lives seems quiet, although the comuna 13 is one
of those with the higher rates of gang presence and homicides. On the other
hand, Francelina lives in the neighbourhood Llanogrande, located in the comuna
21, nearby a shopping mall, a park and a main street. Francelina describes the
area as safer from the one she was before; however, she also mentions gangs and
drug trafficking.

While being in the city means they have to struggle for recognition of their
rights and cultural identity, it is also a place that offers opportunities - economic,
political, academic - for achieving a better life. It allows the women to recover
from their traumatic experiences of the armed conflict. Moreover, the place they
create and are embedded in as city dwellers is made of non-material values such
as knowledge, traditions, solidarity, sorority, and recognition.

The ferritories the two women left are, for them not located in the past but
have been brought to the present through their cultural practices. Although
Elena’s and Francelina’s understanding of culture is very fixed — marked by spe-
cific cultural artefacts and practices such as clothes, pottery, songs, story-telling
- they have derived certain particularities of it in order to shape it within Cali.
Elena recreated the territories by creating her music group ‘Integracién Pacifica’
and Francelina by being a member of the Escuela ‘Ser Quien Soy’*. This reflects
how “women attempted to bring the village of origin into the [city] in order to
carry on with the tasks, sign the skills that had given them a sense of place in
their original villages” (Farah, 2005: 210).

During the mapping exercise of both past and present contexts, Elena and
Francelina pointed out the places that they considered important. Many of them
were significant not for the physical space itself but because it is a community
space - community houses, schools, cultural houses, parks, or their own houses.

The attachment that women develop to their neighbourhoods in Cali is in-
fluenced by the characteristics such as ethnicity and class of their inhabitants,
where social dynamics are not far from the practices that existed in their previous
territories.

This means that Elena and Francelina live both in the past and in the pre-
sent, recreating through their practices imaginary places. Rather, “there is a sense
that if the cities are to act as locations for identity once again, they must be
‘reimagined’ as such” (Carter, et al. 1993: VIII). Then, the place for Elena and
Francelina is understood as a site where experiences occur, it is made of symbolic
elements such as nostalgia and memories, but it is also social through the activ-
ism and community building. In this narrative, place “mean[s| both the site of

4 The Escuela de Identidad Cultural ‘Ser Quien Soy’ (the School of Cultural Identity
‘Being Who I Am’) is an itinerant school that is concerned with strengthening and pro-
moting the cultural practices typical of the Colombian Pacific. Its members are mostly
Afro-Colombians of all ages who the school is a space to meet their cultural heritage.
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subsistence, the site of cultural, ancestral and kinship relations, and the site of
security and affirmation and renewal” (Kothari as cited in Harcourt and Escobar,
2005: 115).

2.2 Meanings of Community

One of the strongest elements that contributed to the women’s sense of
familiarity in the city is the community networks that they created. For Elena
and Francelina, Cali became ‘home’ once they came together with those they call
‘their people’. In their case this means people with whom they share similarities
such as geographical background, ethnicity, and gender. The link they built with
‘their people’ is made of solidarity bounds through traditional practices, as ex-
plained above. When they moved to Cali they have looked for other black
women from their own regions who might have the same ideas, within the neigh-
bourhoods, comunas, or beyond. Consequently, the communities they have cre-
ated are mainly cultural communities where the traditional practices related to
their region structure the activities of groups they lead. Porter (as quoted in
Kaufman and Williams, 2010: 103) considers community essential to the experi-
ences of identity in the political, economic, cultural, and social scenarios. In the
case of Elena and Francelina, their cultural spaces are also permeated by political
struggles with issues of identity, culture, and victim’s rights, but are firmly em-
bedded in very specific communities: mainly Afro-Colombian women from the
Pacific region.

Elena locates her community in the Distrito de Aguablanca, a district that
reunites the comunas 13, 14 and 15 and whose population comes mainly from
other departments (67% of its total inhabitants) such as Choco, Cauca and Nar-
ifo, as well as from other cities in Valle del Cauca (Red de Salud de Oriente
2011). This area is affected by marginality and crime, and the higher rates of
homicides by gangs (52% of the total cases in Cali). Francelina’s community is
also located there, but additionally, she works in the neighbourhoods Santa Hel-
ena, Terrén Colorado, and the comuna 21, places that share similar characteristics
with the Distrito de Aguablanca in terms of population and security issues.

Both leaders describe their belonging to their communities through refer-
ences to physical and social spaces, referring to neighbourhoods or comunas
whose major population is constituted by Afro-Colombians with whom they
share the struggle to overcome multiple social inequalities. Belonging to this
community provides to both women a sense of security in the spaces where they
can share their knowledge and have the possibility to improve their quality of
life, “giving room for dreaming and imagining” (Hage as quoted by Jansen and
Lofving, 2007: 10). But these are also places where they can run away from vio-
lence, going from one neighbourhood to another, without losing their commu-
nity networks.

“I feel my community in the East of Cali, in the District of Aguablanca because

here are my people. We understand each other and speak the same language,

we have almost the same customs. That’s why I feel here belonging to a com-

munity” (Elena).

The cultural communities that both women have built embody the links
between places across time. Flena’s music group ‘Integracion Pacifica’ is grow-
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ing because of its acceptance beyond their own comuna, and participation in in-
stitutional spaces such as the Municipal Table of Victims and the group of
women victims of sexual violence. ‘Integracién Pacifica’ and the Casa Cultural
‘El Chontaduro’ (organisations where she is an active member) reunites people
with similar geographical background who identify themselves as Afro-Colom-
bian.

Francelina’s leadership in the organisation ASIMUCAHO and in the Es-
cuela ‘Ser Quien Soy’ hold two different scopes. The first one is exclusively com-
munity of women, where their race or geographical background do not matter.
The second community consists of both women and men of Afro-Colombian
identities with a similar geographical background and traditions. In
ASIMUCAHO the community is built through solidarity that helps to improve
women’s living standards. In ‘Ser Quien Soy’ the bond is created by the practice
of traditions and the strength of the Afro-Colombian Pacific identity. Although
the two spaces seem to have different stated objects, Francelina see them as
equal parts of her identities and activism.

The leadership roles both women have performed while living in their for-
mer ferritories, are tightly link to gender stereotypes where they - as women - are
“often charged with the duty of transmitting culture within the domestic domain
and symbolising group identity and respectability in the wider arena” (Peake and
Trotz, 1999: 5). However, both have embraced the task of preserving and trans-
mitting their cultural heritage and identities, and both define it through the in-
tersections of being Afro-Colombian, being a woman and coming from specific
territories. While these definitions can be seen as essentialized, they also have
deep socio-historical roots of shared experiences of exclusion, marginalization
and violence. Francelina has expressed some of her experiences that link ‘being
a woman’ and ‘being an Afro-Colombian’ in a poem:

Woman

They cut your beautiful life

Life-generating life

Women, the violence today humiliates us

We are destroyed by hope

And they take away the joy

Today, women rise in their struggle Today, the cry of protest demands justice
Today, women make alive the memory for life

Of those men immolated by the fire of rifles

We have the right to know why you violate us with your corrupted system
(Francelina)

Both leaders have a common concern related to the transmission of tradi-
tional values and practices to the new generations, first in their families, then
extended to the members of their organisations, finally expecting to influence
people of their neighbourhoods or comzunas that come from the Pacific region or
who are Afro-Colombian. Through their activities these women and their pre-
occupation with preserving their cultural heritage in the surrounding where “oral
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traditions start to disappear, and children no longer have the same tie to terri-
tory” (Grueso and Arroyo, 2005: 103) begin to transform the meanings of the
territory bringing it within the city spaces which they encounter as Afro-Colom-
bian communities from the Pacific.

Following the same discussion, Jasper states that “a collective identity is not
simply the drawing of cognitive boundary: most of all, it is an emotion, a positive
affect towards other group members on the grounds of that common member-
ship (...) independently of the ultimate goals and outcomes” (as cited in Brown,
2009: 27). In their organising processes, Elena and Francelina are aware “of the
need to strengthen and recover the everyday productive practices that have char-
acterised communities” and establish and incorporate cultural, socio-economic,
and political projects as Afro-Colombian communities within the scope of the
city. “This is why the defence of the territory as a cultural habitat renders this
movement into a politics of place” (Grueso and Arroyo, 2005: 104).

2.3 Empowerment

In this narrative, the sense of empowerment is linked to the sense of be-
longing to a cultural community, defined through ethnicity, gender, and geogra-
phy. Both women have been leaders already in their rural territories, working
with groups of women with whom they share the same concerns, such as en-
hancing the quality of life, the value of being a woman, and the richness of their
cultural identity. Therefore, in terms of leadership, the displacement did not con-
stitute for them a sharp breaking point. A difference was with regard to ethnicity,
as their rural activism “[did] not include claims to assert ethnic rights” (Table 7.1
in Grueso and Arroyo, 2005: 111).

Away from territories, however, being Afro-Colombian has acquired new
importance, and they grounded their activism in preserving the specificities of
Afro-Colombian cultural identity and heritage. Being able to do this is a strong
element of their sense of empowerment.

For Francelina and Elena, empowerment is both related to the expansion
of their individual knowledge and sharing it through the networks where they
have influence. It also means the ability to help other Afro-Colombians who
have faced displacement due to the armed conflict and to advocate for them
within state institutions. In a way “the ethnic and territorial struggles and organ-
ising have modified this dynamic; women have shifted from participating in so-
cial service provision to action and reflection for women’s rights, and from these
to the rights of the black communities” (Grueso and Arroyo, 2005: 108). The
two community leaders started to acquire knowledge and tools - such as knowing
about their rights and the law, among others - to broaden the scope of opportu-
nities for the displaced Afro-Colombian people. Francelina reflected on the links
between individual and collective aspects of empowerment:

“Empowering is appropriating, being sure of what to do, having a position
within a community. It makes me feel empowered to work with the commu-
nity, participating in academia. The support of the community is important
for me” (Francelina)

Elena and Francelina see their places of influence first in the comunas where
they feel they belong to their communities, but also in more ‘formal’ places such
as The Municipal Table of Victims, the Video Reconciliacién, the Committee of
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Women Victims of Sexual Violence and Physical Integrity and the Javeriana Uni-
versity, spaces within which they might be recognized precisely because of their
community has achieved social recognition. The fact that the two women are
leaders relates to having a recognition inside their own communities. So, is not
just about knowledge but also about being recognized for the multiple struggles
the women engage in: on the one hand facing the consequences of the armed
conflict in the zervitories, on the other, dealing with poverty, racist and gender
discrimination, and presence of gangs in the city neighbourhoods.

Elena and Francelina recognize that, as the city has given them opportuni-
ties and knowledge, they also have given something back. Preserving and teach-
ing others about their cultural heritage is an important element of giving back.
Their public performances of music and storytelling, for example are deeply re-
lated to their cultural heritage and the need to change the stereotypes of the
displaced Afro-Colombian people in Cali. Cultural heritage and emotions “not
only inspire and sustain activism but ... they may shape individual’s preferred
organisational forms and movement tactics” (Jasper as quoted in Brown and
Pickerill, 2009: 26). And in this case, they also shape empowerment:

“In Cali, what has contributed to my empowerment is that, after state aban-
doned vulnerable populations, being the voice of the ones who have no voice
makes one empowered. And what often disempower you is that you are vul-
nerable to everything, to threats. So, what makes one vulnerable and it makes
one disempowered also empowered us, because we are working to defend the
people, the disadvantaged, the vulnerable and we are in the eye of the hurricane,
unprotected” (Francelina)

The way these women portray their leadership is through the practice and
dissemination of their cultural traditions, in which there are messages that invite
their communities to remain united through their ethnic identities and to
strengthen the struggle for their rights. As Gabriel (cited in Brown and Hum-
phreys, 2006: 247) has argued, ... fantasy can offer a third way to the individual,
which amount to neither conformity nor rebellion, but to a symbolic refashion-
ing of official organisational practices (...), allowing a temporary supremacy of
emotion over rationality and of uncontrol over control”. The women, in fact,
produce the fabric of their actions encompassing both emotions and rationality,
not as a temporary task, but as a process that needs to be sustained for all the
members of their groups.
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Chapter 3 Activism and Justice

Buenaventura is the city from which Erlendy Cuero Bravo and Eloisa Mon-
tafilo Guerrero were uprooted. They are two women whose narratives of place
and space is related to activism and struggle for justice. Although they both ex-
plicitly claim Afro-Colombian identity, they do not ground their narratives in
struggles to preserve culture and tradition of their communities, but rather in
struggles for justice for these communities. For both, the recognition of the
rights of the Afro-Colombian communities and the internally displaced people
determine their role in Cali, where they recreated the links to their ‘previous
selves’ and the zerritories.

Having faced difficult and changing circumstances, including harassment
and threats in their ferritories, they decided to engage in political action both as
individuals and as part of extended community networks once they moved to
Cali. Their participation in institutional spaces at the local level and for Erlendy
at the national level have positioned them as grassroots leaders from where they
advocate for the victims’ rights and assistance, and claim for places where their
communities can envisage new life projects.

3.1 Meanings of Place

When Erlendy and Eloisa talk about their former ferritories they do it refer-
ring to their childhood, traditions, and community support, but also in terms of
the memories of intensive lived experiences that were encompassed by emotions
and images of the conflict. While for Erlendy the images brought forward events
like the death of her father, the struggle over her father’s house, her displacement
to Cali, and (more recently) the murder of one of her uncles, for Elofsa is the
threat to her business, the harassment of her daughter and her divorce, which,
although it was not related to her experience of displacement, constituted an
important milestone in her life decisions.

“Buenaventura is everything. It is my land, my roots, the nostalgia for the lack
of the sea. I love that port” (Eloisa)

“El Uribe is the memory of my dad, of the strength, of the ability to sit down
to study, to say "you have to be able, you cannot fuck-up the life of anyone"
and I always remember my dad when I'm falling, like I draw strength from my

dad.” (Etlendy)

For both leaders, “the ‘home’ that was lost has not simply been left behind
in another place (...) it has also been left behind in another time and is therefore
often experienced as a previous ‘home’, irrevocably lost both spatially and tem-
porally” (Jansen and Lofving, 2007: 10). For the two women, the past is what
made them direct their actions towards future, and injustice, rather than identity
is what motivates them. Although they both feel deep nostalgia for their former
territory, their past experiences there, is what triggered their actions and dictated
their decisions to continue the struggle for justice in Cali. That is why for Erlendy
and Elofsa their experiences of displacement and emplacement “(re)constitute
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conceptions, embodiments, and inhabitations of space” (Jansen and Lofving
2007: 6). Buenaventura is a port town, but the life there is closer to the rural
patterns. In addition, Buenaventura is much smaller than Cali. The shock caused
by their arrival at Cali is generated by the absence of solidarity bonds left in
Buenaventura and certain daily practices specific to the zervitory.

Nowadays, in Cali, both leaders are transforming the initial effects of the
city into another, where “home’ emerges here through both political and social
histories of inclusion and exclusion and is thus not only about place but also
about the people through whom we ‘feel-at-home™ (Jansen and Lofving 2007:
0). Representing their people is one of the main reasons why Erlendy and Eloisa
decide to engage. Thus, unlike in the previous narrative, their place of struggle
is mainly in the present in an enabling context that allows them to join commu-
nity and institutional struggles. This reflects that “women are associated with
place not because they are homebased or placebound, but because their inaugu-
ral and continuing role in shaping a new politics” (Gibson-Graham 2005: 131).

These leaders have developed strong ties within neighbourhoods or comunas
whetre Afro-Colombian and/or displaced are majority population. The neigh-
bourhoods (located in the comunas 10 and 15) where these two leaders have in-
fluence share not only a similar population (Afro-Colombians, low-income,
and/or displaced), but also the characteristics of places with low socioeconomic
levels. Erlendy and Elofsa live in different neighbourhoods from those they work
in (in comunas 10 and 11 respectively) where they feel less familiar, but more se-
cure, arguing they have “a concern to find or establish secure places that may
serve as bases for developing a future” (Jansen and Lofving 2007: 11). Those
neighbourhoods have buildings and houses marked as strata 3 socio-economi-
cally, are closer to main streets, have easy access to public transport, their popu-
lation is varied and have open places for recreation (parks, recreative units).
However, their influence in other areas obeys to what Steinberg (as cited in Stae-
heli 1994: 390) explain as an articulation of struggles that operate “within the
margins of social power — in spaces where the reach of powerful agents and
forces is incomplete. Whether these spaces are households, neighbourhoods,
workplaces, communities or the boundaries between them, social movements
are relatively (but only relatively) uninhibited in the margins. It is in the margins
that they can work to create spaces for resistance”.

These two women’s participation in communities ensures that they are ad-
dressing community concerns to be raised and hopefully met in institutional
contexts, where they have a voice:

“I am not staying at the individual level of my own well-being, but I also speak
for my people who are there. Let them know that, regardless of where God is
going to put me, I will always have time to listen to my people, to talk with
them” (Erlendy)

Both women embody an Afro-Colombian identity and previous experiences
of violence that constitute their links with the former zerritory. These experiences
pushed them to guide their choices and actions in order to represent ‘their peo-
ple’ in their fights for justice. It is precisely “through resistance and active posi-
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tioning, [that] women rearticulate bodies and places; as they reinhabit their bod-
ies and struggle with and over places, they engage in a transformative feminist
politics of place” (Harcourt and Escobar 2005: 8).

Erlendy does it through her participation in the Consejo Municipal de Paz
(Municipal Council of Peace), Mesa Municipal de Victimas (Municipal Table of
Victims), and as the leader in the Asociaciéon El Camino Propuesto, coordinator
of AFRODES Cali, vice-president of AFRODES national and coordinator of
ACOPLE.

Elofsa is an entrepreneur who combined culture and business in her brand
Esencia Negra to provide income to the community members:

“Here it should be a cultural space where the people of the Pacific could sell
their goods all year round, create a route where we can find the people of the
Pacific” (Eloisa)

She is 2 member of The Civic Committee of the Comuna 10, the Afro Com-
mittee of the Comuna 10, the Women’s Collective of Comuna 10, Entramados
(which is an artisans group) and is the leader of the Fundacién de Empresarios
y Artesanos Afropacifico (Afropacifico Entrepreneurs and Artisans Foundation,
group made up of women heads of household and displaced women), and is the
owner of Esencia Negra.

3.2 Meanings of Community

Among the neighbourhoods, comunas, region or the country, the communi-
ties Erlendy and Eloisa have built are determined by the issues of injustice, vio-
lence, and victimization. Therefore, these are political, rather than cultural com-
munities. They are forged through commonly shared experiences that breed a
sense of trust and make them work for common goals that “not only motivated
and mobilized them but allowed them to work together despite the differences
that might otherwise divide [them]” (Kaufman and Williams 2010: 68). As An-
derlini points out,

““Women activists focus their own efforts on changing entrenched attitudes
and practices by finding their own entry points and building on their social ties
(...) women learn to work within the constraints of their particular society,
given their particular goals” (as cited in Kaufman and Williams 2010: 69).

These constraints are entrenched in the neighbourhoods or comunas where
the people that Erlendy and Eloisa represent inhabit. Etrlendy’s Afro-Colombian
community is mainly settled in the neighbourhood Llano Verde (comuna 15)
where many houses use bars on windows to prevent robberies; some of the parks
are frequented or occupied by gangs, sometimes with the presence of drug mi-
cro-trafficking. In this neighbourhood, many households opt to open small
businesses in the houses as a strategy to generate income. In addition, because
of the low employability and low wages, households of 48m” tend to have more
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than five inhabitants. AFRODES, the organisation that Erlendy presides is lo-
cated in this neighbourhood, but because of recent threats to all the members,
the group has been forced to change the meeting place to the Community House
in the comuna 21. This place is on the main street with a lot of commercial move-
ment (bakeries, little shops, fast-food restaurants, etc), densely populated, it has
a soccer field, a church, a library, and a school. It is safer for all the members
(who are mostly Afro-Colombian men and women) and with easy access. Ad-
ditionally, the Community House is spacious, have a kitchen, tables and chairs
for everybody, and its main entrance has securing bars with a lock.

The neighbourhood where Eloisa currently lives and works (comuna 10)
seems quiet, is nearby a main street, with some small business around, but has a
sewage channel that is better avoided due to possibility of robbery. The Afro-
Committee of the Communa 10 that Eloisa leads has an equal number of Afro-
Colombian men and women, that usually meets in her house because of the lack
of other meeting spaces:

“Llano Verde was like being in Buenaventura at the time. In Llano Verde, I
could have the relationship with the people; it marked my life, it is my little
Buenaventura. My community here in Cali is in Llano Verde” (Erlendy)

Although Erlendy and Eloisa lead women’s organisations they also lead
mixed groups where they raise social issues. Women’s activism promotes the
connection between people and among broader community groups in Cali and
in Erlendy’s case activism is also related to other regions in the country.

The ties these leaders made are with people with whom they have a com-
mon experience of displacement, identity, and a similar geographical back-
ground. This context and these communities enable Erlendy’s and Eloisa’s
emancipation and empowerment. AFRODES, which is Erlendy’s organisation,
interconnects issues of race and displacement at the national level. Elofsa initia-
tives are related to the struggle for recognition of physical and political spaces
for Afro-Colombians from the Pacific in Cali, where the importance and contri-
butions of this population are unknown. The leaders’ activism reflects how
“such identities are forged from multiple discursive regimes that intersect in or-
ganisations which ‘are not discursively monolithic, but pluralistic and poly-
phonic” (Ford as cited in Brown and Humphreys 2000: 234).

“My community did not exist, I claimed it. (...) I opened that Afro Committee
in Comuna 10 because as I do not have a specific house here in the comuna (but
I plan to live here while living in Cali) then it is not convenient for me to be in
a single neighbourhood committee because I want to follow serving, working
with the community; so being in a single neighbourhood limits me. That’s why
I open myself to the comuna” (Eloisa)

3.3 Empowerment

For Erlendy and Elofsa the displacement has generated an awakening in
terms of their leadership and their concerns about identities and life projects.
Lubkemann identified that “social opportunity topographies resulting from war-
time movements (...) have fixed effects (...) that may be socially empowering in
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some respects while simultaneously presenting daunting new challenges that are
disempowering in other aspects” (2016: 17). On the one hand women were
forced to leave their zerritory where they have their dearest relationships with peo-
ple and the environment, on the other, going out of this comfort zone, allows
them to rewrite their roles as leaders in the city gaining recognition and partici-
pation in institutional spaces:

“For me to be empowered is to want, to achieve, to do. In Buenaventura came
a time when I was more comfortable than empowered. Leaving my house, leav-
ing my city, getting the divorce at 50-years-old is not easy, I had to start almost
from the scratch. I think this is empowering” (Eloisa)

Both leaders started their activism on a small scale through the creation of
grassroots organisations. As soon as they started gaining knowledge about the
law, being familiar with the city and its inhabitants, they broadened their net-
works gaining attention. “When women do make significant strides at the local
level, attempts to take their efforts to arenas at larger scales are often blocked
(...) Women are confronting the difficulties of translating their efforts into social
power that is necessary to extend their struggle into other spaces and scales”
(Stacheli 1994: 388 - 390). Broadening the scale has brought to them two main
effects: one is their influence over politics at local or regional agendas where they
participate as displaced Afro-Colombian women; two, as they gain recognition
and participation they ended up causing discomfort to other leaders or political
figures who could hinder the process:

“You want to organize things, but you find that, while you want to organize,
others want to hinder the process. And to that, the officials are added” (Erlendy
2017, personal interview).

Considering that they have created activist spaces in Cali, these women
overcharge themselves with work which lead them to a sense of emotional and
physical exhaustion over the community leadership and the lack of commitment
of its members. This situation is explained by Harcourt and Escobar where in
order to find their ‘competitive niche’ communities, especially women, have to
overexploit themselves (2005: 5). This can trigger a “state of mental and physical
exhaustion brought on by over-work or trauma. Individual and group burn-out
can also be associated with a social movement’s defeat, the process of confront-
ing the unobtainable goals of movement” (Burnout and Plows as cited in Brown
and Pickerill 2009: 28). This situation is experienced by Erldeny:

“You start looking for alternatives, but you do not find them. You start to feel
impotence, rage, then one says agh! I'm already tired of fighting! (...) The pro-
cess is already tiring, but I know that while I'm here I will not stop going to
look at the problems. Then you do not know how to fight, but I'm tired” (Et-
lendy)

Both women are aware that the implications of being leaders in the com-
munities is not about personal achievements but community goals. Erlendy and
Elofsa “have not assumed their leadership from a gender perspective, or with
gender as fundamental struggle, but on the basis of a broader cultural principle,
that of the construction of a society that encompasses women and men” (PCN
leader as cited in Grueso and Arroyo 2005: 107). Erlendy and Eloisa started their
involvement in community issues firstly in women’s groups, but their involve-
ment in the community opened their perspectives once they meet other groups
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facing similar struggles and got to know about their rights as displaced Afro-
Colombian population.

One way to understand the type of leadership that Erlendy and Eloisa fol-
low is the concept of ‘meshwork’ brought by Harcourt and Escobar which de-
scribed place-based groups who engage in “dynamic vertical and horizontal net-
working, connecting among themselves and with others in places far and near,
across cultural, political, racial, and ethnic divides” (2005: 14). This engagement
“is the most usual starting point for women engaging in public life” (Kaufman
and Williams 2010: 102) at the local level, and leads to political action and em-
powers women “in a way otherwise impossible in this traditional society” (Kauf-
man and Williams 2010: 65). Therefore, it is possible to categorise their organi-
sations as “sites of struggle where different groups compete to shape... social
reality... in ways that serve their own interests” (Mumby and Clair as cited in
Brown and Humphreys 2006: 234).

Erlendy and Eloisa develop a feeling of ‘difference’ from other inhabitants
of Cali, a situation that “adds a particular emotional pressure to activism and
requires a high degree of emotional reflexivity in order to overcome or cope with
this dissonance” (Brown and Pickerill 2009: 28). This situation is very much re-
lated to Elofsa’s case, where the organisational setting also enables her to process
her feelings “to transform personal emotions such as anger and hopelessness
into ‘a collectively defined sense of injustice” (Reger as cited in Brown and Pick-
erill 2009: 27)”:

Cali has welcomed the people of the Pacific, but I feel that it does not accept
us. I feel that here they are going to squeeze the maximum from us, but they
will give us only a little bit to calm us down ... Cali feels that it is doing us a
favour because we are here. First, because we were uprooted our zerritory, and
second because we are here (Eloisa)

Erlendy’s activism come from a moral stand but also because she feels no-
body else will address the struggle the way it is needed. A struggle that she has
been able to sustain, despite many threats, the fatigue, and the disappointments
about other leaders’ commitment.

Regardless of their motivations, both women in order to set a more just
scenario for displaced Afro-Colombian people, take action once the conflict
touched them directly (Kaufman and Williams 2010: 62) by portraying specific
“types of narratives to engage in, gain political power and agency” (Kaufman
and Williams 2010: 4). The fact that they have gained a place in some institutional
settings does not guarantee that “they will not be untouched or unscathed by the
conflict around them” (Haleh Afshar as cited in Kaufman and Williams 2010:
4). This situation is more evident for Erlendy, who because of being part of
national leadership, is also the target for threats, having to move away for some
time from the grassroots communities she represents and having to rely more
on local authorities as support for her security.
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Chapter 4 Motherhood and Opportunities

Elsy Johana Mancilla Paz, from El Charco, is the youngest women in the
group (29-years-old), has one child of 4 years old and is starting her community
process as a member of an organisation and a foundation. Her role in both places
is not an incidence, but deliberate participation. However, being one of the old-
est siblings in her family makes her responsible for the youngest by encouraging
them to enhance their quality of life by studying,.

Elsy is different from the other four women in many aspects: her age, her
association to the displacement, and her gendered role in Cali, reflecting that
“women’s experiences are socially constructed and because they vary widely
based on the specific processes of construction, women’s issues differ from con-
text to context, across and within states and across time” (Kaufman and Williams
2010: 28). Elsy’s experience of displacement is different, her role in the city is
less salient and her life project is strongly linked to her family.

4.1 Meanings of Place

Elsy’s sense of place is made from the memory of intensive lived experi-
ences that were encompassed by emotions and images brought forward by
events like the domestic violence in Guapi (while living in her aunt’s house for
six years), the struggle for overcoming her traumas, and the birth of her son.

Her decision to move away from El Charco (when she was 12-years-old) to
continue her secondary school follows her hope to improve her quality of life
once she becames an adult. This situation means that for Elsy meanings of place
are shaped by her experiences in El Charco (where she is from), Guapi (where
she completed her secondary studies) and Cali (the city where she lives now).
However, Elsy’s experience of displacement did not mark her as much as the six
years of domestic violence when she was an adolescent. As stated by Riafio-
Alcala (2002) “memories of terror are imprinted in places, and feelings of fear
have radically transformed the relationships of people and places” (299). This
reflects why for Elsy while El Charco is synonym of family and natural richness,
Guapi is both a place of domestic violence and the place in which she connected
to traditional dancing, and contrary to both, Cali is the place to escape from
violence and find opportunities.

“Cali has given me everything I ever wanted and did not have. What my land
denied me. I am a good dancer. In El Charco I was never a good dancer, in
Guapi I was a very good dancer. In El Charco I was never very good at any-
thing, here I am very good at what I do, and people recognize me, they talk
about me, so I can say that I belong to Cali, because people want me to belong

to Cali” (Elsy)

Although she was displaced from El Charco with her family (made of 3
sisters, seven brothers, mother and father), most of her painful memories are
from Guapi, and from that experience she builds her relationship with different
places of her life. Cali has helped her to re-kindle her emotions with her family
and herself and is the place that received her after running away from violence.
Not entirely safe from violence, as in Ciudela Invicali (comuna 14), the neighbour-
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hood where she lives, the presence of gangs, drug trafficking, murders and ordi-
nary crime is high. However, this situation does not appear to affect her percep-
tion of security, that seems encompassed with what Jansen and Lofving describe:

“Security denotes a set of rules that a person masters, familiarity ‘a space where

one possesses maximal spatial knowledge’, and community ‘a space where one

possesses a maximal communicative powet’. ‘Sense of possibility’ [defines]

‘home’ as a social and physical shelter and attaches to it the opportunities for

change, improvement, and the unexpected — that is, room for dreaming and

imagining” (2007: 10).

So, while there are social constraints that might affect Elsy’s perception of
security, she has managed to raffle them, finding ““Home’ [...] imagined as a
place free of violence, both remembered and anticipated” (Jansen and Lofving,
2007: 8). At this respect, Elssy says:

“For me, a home is a place where you come and feel at home regardless of
whether it has a roof, that you feel relaxed and do not feel any complication,
for me that is a home” (Elsy).

Elsy lives in the present and projects her life with her family to a hopeful
future. Her past experiences are also part of the present, pushing her to look for
opportunities to enhance her quality of life. In looking for opportunities, she
found knitting and weaving as a connection with her cultural traditions, a way to
resilience, and an economic improvement. She created the link to the former
places and the new place through her productive unit making accessories for
women. This means that her traditional knowledge gains a new value because it
is a way in which she obtains financial means and also allows her to be part of
an extended network of artisans in Cali. Lubkemann reflects that “the transfor-
mation of an individual’s relationship to place through migration can profoundly
alter the social opportunity structures that cultural agents must navigate (...) in
order to realize all the aspects of the life projects to which they aspire” (Lub-
kemann, 2016: 16). That is why Elsy takes all the training opportunities that help
her enhance her productive unit.

4.2 Meanings of Community

Elsy’s experience of displacement generated positive and negative out-
comes. Knowing that her family link is the main structure of her life choices, she
signifies the displacement as the event that contributed to strengthening that
bond:

“The profit is that I have always been with my brothers and my parents, we
were all together. If we did not move, we would have separated a long time ago
and we would not have the relationship we have now” (Elsy).

It is due to this familial solidarity that the sense of uprootedness does not
seem to be traumatic for her. What makes Elsy feel emplaced is her personal or
rather family community. Callaway points out women tend to put “others —
their children, husbands, and community — ahead of themselves” (as cited in
Kaufman and Williams 2010: 61). This is reflected in the choices Elsy made since
a very early age, the fact that she was willing to continue studying in Guapi (de-
spite living in the situation of violence) as she followed her need to create a
model that her younger brothers could imitate. Other similar experience took
place with the birth of her son, who due to complications of his health forced
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Elsy to give up her full-time work outside the home, to explore the textiles and
make of it an income from home.

Elsy’s emotional sustenance comes from her family, whereas her material
sustenance comes from her artisan and artistic unit that allows her to be part of
Entramados and the Fundacién de Empresarios y Artesanos Afropacifico (arti-
sans organisation and artisans foundation). Her membership in this groups
might be considered a “‘community economy’ as an ethical and political space
of becoming. In this communal space individual and collective subjects negotiate
questions of livelihood and interdependence and (re)construct themselves in the
process” (Gibson-Graham 2005: 133). Before being part of these groups, she
was an isolated woman who did not feel confident enough to promote her prod-
ucts. Thanks to those groups Elsy gained confidence in her work and managed
to participate in activities where she could enhance her knowledge and expand
her ‘community economy’ network.

Therefore, although motherhood is not central to all women’s experiences,
it is central for Elsy in terms of giving shape to her family and economy com-
munity. In other words, Elsy’s experience “is possible to read |...] as enabling
[her] not only to repeat [het] traditional roles but equally to disrupt the expected
logic: fulfilling traditional roles under crisis and/or in non-traditional ways [that]
lead to redefinitions of those positionalities” (Peake and Trotz 1999: 172).

Although Entramados and the Fundaciéon de Empresarios y Artesanos Af-
ropacifico do not have a permanent location, their members gather together in
their own houses and share information relevant to participate in commercial
events or trainings.

4.3 Empowerment

Considering the previous segments and knowing that family and mother-
hood play a major role in Elsy’s experiences, it is possible to say that her em-
powerment is motivated and nurtured by her sense of motherhood and family.
In this regard, motherhood might be seen “both [as a] resource and [a] limit, as
it extends possibilities and reinscribes hierarchy” (Peake and Trotz 1999: 84). As
a single mother Elsy was forced to find a way out of unemployment and to gen-
erate income, but she found in this struggle an opportunity to start her own
business while considering including her siblings in it in order to reach her hopes
for a better future for her family:

“For me, this is the family business. Because one of my brothers is studying
systems, the other is studying marketing, the other did express marketing and
personal coaching and the one who graduated right now is going to study busi-
ness administration or something related, so I say, you are all studying to or-
ganize the family business, the idea is already there, the door is open, all you
have to do is stabilize it” (Elsy)

This woman’s personal growth is very much gendered due to the role she
chooses to follow within her family and the groups where she holds a member-
ship. As an Afro-Colombian woman who lives in a neighbourhood stratum 1
her chances to obtain a formal job are reduced to technical positions (if she has
been trained), domestic service, or manual activities. As a response to these con-
straints Blsy takes advantage of her former knowledge to provide herself eco-
nomic means that otherwise have been denied to her. As Kaufman and Williams

31



astutely note, Elsy is “embrac|ing] [her] gender essentialism” (2010: 6) to express
her agency.

From Elsy’s experience of displacement is possible to point out that this
event constituted “a space of opportunities and new beginnings” (Jansen 2008
and Turner 2004 as cited in Turner 2016: 37) that lead her to find a powerful
position away from the label of ‘victim’. Elsy has found in Cali a place to be
emplaced not in terms of putting down roots and belonging, but as taking con-
trol over her life projects (Turner 2016: 38). Her experiences confirm that the
possible outcomes from a warscape “include situations in which wartime move-
ment opens vistas on new social opportunities and/or serves as the conduit for
upward socioeconomic mobility and social empowerment” (Lubkemann, 2016:
17).

Elsy has found a way to strengthen herself, is grabbing every opportunity
the context offers to her in order to improve her abilities, she is travelling the
road to resilience. A notion explained by Cumbers “describe those ‘small acts’
of getting by, finding new ways and creative ways of surviving, bringing re-
sources into a household when traditional or existing ways of ‘making a living’
have evaporated” (2010: 60). Then, although “resilience does not necessarily lead
to action that challenges hegemonic power (...) it is about the ‘attempt to recal-
ibrate power relations and redistributive resources” (Katz as quoted in Cum-
bers, 2010: 60). That is how Elsy has understood the mechanisms through which
she can gain access to places where she can establish her productive unit at the
time that she acquires recognition.

Elsy is becoming an empowered woman facing “not only (...) new chal-
lenges but also with new opportunities” (Lubkemann, 2016: 17). She might not
be concerned for challenging the existing social relations of power, but she is on
her path to ‘reworking’ as an attempt “to create spaces that can improve [her]
conditions of existence” (Cumbers, 2010: 60).
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Chapter 5. Synthesis and Conclusion

Although Elena, Francelina, Erlendy, Eloisa and Elsy are Afro-Colombian
women and have a common experience of displacement this research shows that
women are not a fixed and monolithic category who act in the same way (Kauf-
man and Williams, 2010: 4). Considering their differences, in this chapter I dis-
cuss how place/space and community ate signified, produced, contested, and
negotiated in Cali, while intersections of ethnicity/race and gender produce po-
tential common ground for the empowerment of the five women.

All the women decided to move to Cali after being uprooted from their
rural areas. This decision was upheld due to personal (sometimes familiar) con-
nections they had:

“Back there, one thinks a lot when one has to go to a place as a displaced
person. One begins to make relation and connections, so I discarded the other
cities because first I thought: Where do I go? Who is going to reach out to me?
Then I remembered that in Cali I had an aunt, who offered me her house. That
was the first helping hand” (Francelina).

While it is true that displacement “includes loss of capital and entitlement,
as well as dramatic disconnections from persons, objects, and environments in-
vested with emotional attachments” (Loizos 1981, 1999 as cited in Jansen and
Lofving 2007: 10) it should also be perceived as a process of disembeddedness
(Bjarnesen and Vigh 2016: 14) that as such has caused a disruption in the lives
of the women. With disruption I refer to the disempowering and empowering
opportunities and relations that appeared after the displacement (Lubkemann
2016: 31, 32) and the social condition with which they will be identified in the
new context (Lubkemann 2016: 30). In other words, this is a struggle with the
label of ‘victims’.

The five women were not exempt from assuming the “responsibility for
their families in the cities to which they [were| displaced under culturally and
economically difficult conditions” (Grueso and Arroyo 2005: 113). However,
although their process of displacement, arriving and first settlement was differ-
ent, their processes of emplacement in Cali have some common aspects, such as
their access to education, political participation, and control of their life projects
that shaped their meanings of place, community, and empowerment.

Therefore, contrary to displacement, emplacement is a continuous process
of embeddedness in a place, understood as a process of socio-affective attach-
ments, that is “a vast, intricate complexity of social processes and social interac-
tions at all scales from the local to the global” (Massey 1994, as cited in Bjarnesen
and Vigh 2016: 13). This process of embeddedness in Cali has helped the women
to negotiate their social position as a pursuit of a “existentially meaningful life-
making [that is not exonerated of] an ongoing struggle for access” (Bjarnesen
2016: 54) and that is part of their decision to overcome the social category of
‘victims’.
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5.1 Meanings of Place

For the women, the place is “a discursive construct deployed to locate
[themselves] in a complex and often confusing world” (Peake and Trotz 1999:
153) and a source of their identity. Their ferritory is the ground where “body,
home, community, and habitat are joined in everyday experience as well as in
history (...) Place is (...) a nexus of relations, a patterned logic and ethos of
contingent connections rooted in a particular way, anchored in a given space and
time” (Massey 1994 as cited in Rocheleau 2005: 77). This link with the former
territory is perceived by Francelina and Elofsa through their ethnic and gender
identities and cultural practices,

“El Charco is life, it is joy, it is brotherhood, it is harmony, it is exchange, it is
having everything” (Francelina).

“Buenaventura is everything. It is my land, my roots, the nostalgia of the lack
of the sea. I love that port. Buenaventura for me is my passion” (Eloisa).

Cali is seen by the women as a site of subsistence, where cultural, ancestral
and kinship relations are encountered, it is also the site of security and affirma-
tion and renewal (Smitu Kothari as cited in Harcourt and Escobar 2005: 115).
The women moved from ferritories that were not safe, to the city where they feel
safer but where there are other violence dynamics and where there is also more
poverty. Even though Cali may have more possibilities to get out of poverty, the
women are not exempt of struggle for taking advantage of those opportunities,
as Stacheli says “women are confronting the difficulties of translating their effort
into social power that is necessary to extend their struggle into other spaces and
scales” (1994: 390). This situation is clearer in the experiences of Erlendy and
Elsy,

“I used to work at night and during the day I slept three hours and went to
meetings to fight. I never gave up, never. That allowed me to gain knowledge,
so I was invited to training, graduate courses, everything that was offered I did
it. The whole issue of victims’ rights, the rules, the laws, everything, I learned
it. Because I started to participate and to realize my rights... and all that brought
me to this day” (Etlendy).

“I have done courses in social services, footwear design, agricultural produc-
tion, nails, food handling, stucco and white labour. My sister and I have done
everything they offered us that was free, even though we had to walk” (Elsy)

As a city, Cali is a place of political pluralism and is under constant trans-
formation. This transformation is firstly anchored in the neighbourhoods and
comunas through the women’s activism where they “rearticulate bodies and
places; as they reinhabit their bodies and struggle with and over places” (Har-
court and Escobar 2005: 8) but also with other bodies that might share the same
social difficulties. For the women, living in a neighbourhood where they can find
others like them facilitate the relationship that they build with the city. Then “the
space both reflects and in turn affects the constitution of social relations, that
social forces and processes always and inevitably unfold in markedly different
ways in different places” (Arias 2010: 39). In Cali, the comunas and neighboutr-
hood differences mark and define who relates to whom, the types of interactions
and communication between people, and different ways of looking and behav-

mng.
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5.2 Meanings of Community

As a result of their experience of displacement, the five women had put in
play their system of ‘rooted networks’ (Rochelau as cited in Harcourt and Esco-
bar 2005: 12) in their former zerritories. Once in Cali, and in order to re-establish
the links or build similar networks, they have to create ‘multiple and movable
roots’ (Rochelau as cited in Harcourt and Escobar 2005: 12) that work as soli-
darity links and also give them a sense of collective identity. This collective iden-
tity, as explained by Jasper (1998) “is not simply the drawing of a cognitive
boundary; most of all, it is an emotion, a positive affect towards other group
members on the grounds of that common membership” (as cited in Brown and
Pickerill 2009: 27). One example of this, is given by Elena:

“Here in the East of Cali, in the Aguablanca District is my community, here are
my people and those who understand each other. We speak the same language, we
have almost the same customs, we understand each other, so that’s why I feel here
in community” (Elena)

Finding or creating their communities in Cali gives the women a sense of
belonging, again explained by Elena,

“I arrived at The Chontaduro Cultural House and sat down, and 1 heard that
these ladies had the same methodology as the group of women of Timbiqui
and then I thought ‘Ay juemadre 1 already got here! These are the same things.
They are my comadres, they are my buddies” (Elena)

Cali is one of the biggest and most important cities in Colombia, inhabited
by people with multiple identities, and with issues of socio-economic inequali-
ties, forcing women to strategically engage with others Then their communities
are no longer constrained by “the boundaries between the personal and political,
the private and the public domains [but are fluid and allow women] to move
between these in various ways, often challenging normative gender roles” (Farah
2005: 211). Roles that in their former zerritories were mainly of caretakers, teach-
ers, or with jobs limited by their obligations in the households, while in Cali this
shift allowed them to create and lead their own communities to address concerns
of identity, injustice, and inequality.

For the five women, meanings of individual and collective “culture and
identity are established as the organising principles of both everyday life and
political strategy [where] blackness is not seen as something given but under
constant construction and well beyond skin colour; blackness is seen more in
cultural than in racial terms, as an ethos and commitment to life and resistance
to domination” (Grueso and Arroyo 2005: 109). This resistance encompassed
the community strategies to fight over their rights and claim institutional spaces
of participation, from which they can defeat the stereotyped notion of Afro-
Colombian. As one example of this fights Eloisa points out:

“We as people of the Pacific have contributed much to the culture of Cali. But
Cali has not been grateful to us because we are from the Pacific, it has not
remembered that we have contributed and that we deserve a better treatment”

(Eloisa).
Women not only created a community, they also represent it, therefore their

concerns are not just about economic and social justice, but also about identities,
about being recognized in their own terms.
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5.3 Empowerment

Difference is precisely what distinguished these five women from the stere-
otyped notion of ‘victim’ or ‘displaced person’. This is because they “illustrate
the ways in which women joined together to meet the needs created by the con-
flict, filling a vacuum and empowering them at the same time” (Kaufman and
Williams 2010: 64). If women felt victims of displacement at the beginning of
their arrival to Cali, they have overcome this label and they do not feel ‘victims’
anymore, they have made a choice towards appropriating this new space in Cali
“to negotiate for their rights or as a focal point to gather [Afro-Colombian]| frag-
ments and reestablish their social, political, and economic lives in exile” (Farah
2005: 211). This feeling is expressed in the voices of Elena and Elsy:

“I say that in Cali, the first year I was a victim because I did not know where I
was or where I was going, but after the first year I started to free myself because
I started to pick up my tools. That was my music and I started to go out and
started to feel that this is my territory” (Elena).

“Since we arrived here, we did not allow to be seen as ‘poor things, they come
from far’ because Rosita [her mother]) does not like that” (Elsy).

As noticed before, “the self is the space where we attempt to align our pol-
itics with our emotions, where we make sense of why we feel certain ways, and
where we need to understand internalised oppression, in order to resist aligning
with existing oppressive behaviours in society” (King 2005 as cited in Brown
and Pickerill 2009: 31). In is not just the self as individual but extended to a
community, entering the public realm and becoming political actors. Women
do so by establishing their organisations and gaining recognition within and out-
side of it, opening new spaces in institutional or cultural settings where, as lead-
ers, they enhance the concerns of the communities they represent.

The five women defined ‘empowerment’ in terms of being or becoming
someone, out of nowhere; as the ability to imagine a life project and work for it.
They consider empowerment as a process that involved them and their commu-
nities. The women have assumed the leadership as new forms of reshaping their
own and community identities and social roles.

5.4 Final reflections

Through this study, I wanted to understand how displaced Afro-Colombian
women natrate and give meanings to place/space through their relationship with
community building and empowerment. In a first stage, I referred to a multidis-
ciplinary literature that discusses notions of displacement, emplacement,
place/space, community, and empowerment. I argued that the place/space is
configured by social and symbolic elements that shaped the life experiences of
the women across time.

The framework of the ‘Peace Agreement” has limited the meanings of land
that the women left behind in the zerritories as physical. The five women have
redefined place/space and belonging totally differently than Colombian govern-
ment, and this is why they are not going back. Tough, the feelings of nostalgia
are still present, they are not going back to the rural areas because of the physical,
social, and symbolic links they have built in the city. In the women’s perspective,
the place left behind is referenced as that which evokes memories of childhood,
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the abundance of food, an everyday life anchored to nature, the traditions such
as singing, dance, poetry, birth, and rituals, the ethnic and gendered identities.
But it also means experiences of violence, state abandonment, and a small terri-
tory of limited mobility and difficult exit and access. The social meanings of
these territories are thus imbued by both the violent practices of war and by
family relationships, neighbours and the communities that inhabit it. It is a place
where the bonds of support are inherent to the ways of being but also severed
by experiences of violence.

Cali is a place of struggle but also of opportunities. The women arrived to
the city having a status of ‘victims’ and due to the opportunities that the new
place offered to them, they found the ways out of that label, and now they are
leaders of their communities. Cali is seen as a place of open doors, where women
can imagine and made possible their life projects, but it also means poverty, in-
security (in terms of gangs, robbery rates, and drug trafficking) and misrecogni-
tion. According to the five women, Cali means expanding knowledge (with re-
gards to their rights and institutional processes), being part of institutional
spaces, and having recognition for their community work. As for the social
bonds, the women have created communities very similar to the ones they left
behind, which means that their members are mainly Afro-Colombian people,
some of them displaced. But they create these communities with different mo-
tivation, some to preserve cultural heritage, others to fight for social and political
justice.

Before the displacement some women advanced community work, had a
job with the municipality, were in search of income stability or were launching a
life project. After the displacement, the women relied on the people they knew
in Cali while finding their place in the city, first in terms of material resources (a
house, a job), then in building solidarity ties and community networks, finally
claiming places of recognition and participation. Each of these elements are nec-
essary to create that feeling of belonging to the place where women are. Feeling
welcomed or accepted by Cali, whether in terms of cultural appropriation or in
terms of participation in decision making, adds to a sense of belonging.

The three narratives showed how that the women are politically engaged,
but in different ways. They are part of grassroots organisations whose concerns
are related to spaces for recognition, social justice, and life project opportunities.
Through these communities, women have become aware of their rights and the
institutional tools that can be used to facilitate their access to spaces for partici-
pation, from where they can raise their voices.

Certainly, gender and ethnic/race roles in the rural zervitories changed once
the women moved to the city. First, their gender roles in the rural areas were
linked to the care of the household and the children as a first task, then commu-
nity issues were met in order to improve the life quality of the majority. In the
city, women had to deal with the responsibilities of the home, but not as their
main task. Sometimes they had to negotiate with their families their acquired role
as leaders, and as a result, often the members of the family get involved in the
community work too. Regarding ethnicity, although the women in the Zerritories
embodied the traditional practices, they became aware of its richness once they
arrived in Cali and found in their difference a source of knowledge, activism and
empowerment.
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Finally, it is important to stress the narratives included in this document
assume a special connotation in the framework of the ‘Peace Agreement’. This
refers to the possibility to achieve social justice for the people affected by dis-
placement and guarantee conditions for their reparation. The interviewed
women have seen critically this issue, considering that the Colombian govern-
ment has not been able to protect either the communities in the rural zerritories
nor the leaders who are advocating for the victims’ rights in the city. Therefore,
going back to the zervitories is not seen as an option by the women. This is not
only due to the distrust of the state institutions, but also because of the rooted
networks they have already built in Cali.

As a final remark, it has to be said that given the number of participants in
this research, the findings cannot be generalized as a representation of all dis-
placed Afro-Colombian women. Nevertheless, the life stories of these fife
women can help to understand the struggles for representation, claims for social
justice, influence and participation that motivated the women to sustain their
community work. These are all linked to women’s understanding of place as
simultaneously symbolic, social, and physical, embedded in and produced
through specific — violent, challenging but also empowering, collective and indi-
visual practices - that the women engage in. The aim of this research is to raise
the voices of these social actors, whose perspectives are not articulated within
the policies of the Colombian state.
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Appendix A: Interviewed Women
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Elena Hinestroza Venté is a singer and
has a long way participating in community
spaces. Born and raised in Cheté (a small
town in the municipality of Timbiqui, depart-
ment of Cauca) this woman moved to the age
of 17 to Santa Marfa a small town nearby hers.
There she lived with one of her sisters and
met her current husband with whom she had
nine children. She recognises Santa Maria as
the place where she found her cultural iden-
tity and became a singer, leader of a women’s
organisation and women’s music group. The
time previous to her displacement she held a
contract with the municipality through her
organisation and had several projects in pro-
gress with the women of Santa Marfa. When
she is forced to move she entrusts the organ-
ization to one of her colleagues, but months
later the organisation and the music group
dissolves. Once in Cali Elena arrives at a set-
tlement where she spent eight years before
moving to her own house in Los Lagos, east
of Cali. While living in the settlement and af-
ter the first year of having arrived, Elena
starts a new music group called Integracion
Pacifica. Nowadays the group remains play-
ing traditional music from the Colombian Pa-
cific coast and Elena has expanded her net-
work joining the Casa Cultural El
Chontaduro (in English, Cultural House El
Chontaduro), the Municipal Table of Victims
and the Video Reconciliaciéon (in English,
Video Reconciliation). As activities related to
her life in Cheté, she entered primary educa-
tion and in Santa Marfa used to participate in
artisanal mining. Although she has partici-
pated in different courses in Cali she does not
talk about them, but she says that through her
music she has consolidated her place in the
city, therefore she does not describe herself
as a victim anymore. She does not have a for-
mal job in Cali but through her music group,
she has gained recognition.



Francelina Carabali Torres has always
been involved in identity and ethnocultural is-
sues as a teacher or from practice. Although
she was born in Ilario Lopez (a small village
in the municipality of El Charco, department
of Narifio), she spent most of her childhood
in El Charco where since her five years old
went to study. There she met her husband
and had five children but one of them died
due to health complications. While she lived
in El Charco she performed as a teacher, she
was part of the municipal plant of teachers
and was in process of linked up to the na-
tional plant of teachers, this process was in-
terrupted due to the displacement. At the
time she worked, she studied at distance in
the Universidad Tecnolégica Diego Luis Cor-
doba from Chocé (department of Colombia)
and obtained her Degree in Spanish and Lit-
erature, and founded ASIMUCAHO (in Eng-
lish, Social Association for the Integral De-
velopment of the Female Head of
Household). Once her husband is murdered,
she is forced to move to Cali where she ar-
rived as a widow and with her four children.
In Cali, she has suffered urban displacement,
therefore nowadays has just moved to an
apartment in Llanogrande (east of Cali). She
has participated in events related to intercul-
tural studies, has taken diverse course training
and after a long time of employment instabil-
ity, this year she joined the Programa de
atencion psychosocial y Salud integral a victi-
mas — PAPSIVI (in English, Program of psy-
chosocial care and comprehensive health for
victims), while being the leader of
ASIMUCAHO (Cali), member of the Escuela
de Identidad Cultural ‘Ser Quien Soy’ (in
English, Cultural Identity School ’Being who
I am’), AFRODES and the Women’s Com-
mittee of Sexual Violence and Physical Integ-
rity. She stills recognises herself as a victim.
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Erlendy Cuero Bravo’s leadership and
work directed to Afro-descendent and dis-
placed communities are due to her own dis-
placement. Born in Guaimia (a small town in
the municipality of Buenaventura, Valle del
Cauca), she grows up in Buenaventura (Valle
del Cauca), is orphaned at the age of thirteen,
and goes to the care of her paternal grand-
mother. Between that moment and her defin-
itive displacement to Cali, she spent some pe-
riods in Cali where she met the father of her
two children. After her separation, and by
economic problems Erlendy returns to Bue-
naventura, but she is forced to move a few
years later. In Buenaventura, Erlendy begins
to validate her secondary school, a process
that must interrupt by the displacement and
start over in Cali. In Buenaventura, Erlendy
was not engaged in any specific activity or had
a stable job, nor was she linked to any com-
munity process, and her family nucleus con-
sisted of her and her two children, although
she had the support of her extended family.
In Cali, she has trained in several trades, but
it has been her leadership that has allowed her
to find a stable job in ACOPLE. Nowadays,
she is the leader of the association ‘El Camino
Propuesto’, the coordinator of AFRODES
Cali, vice-president of AFRODES national
and coordinator of ACOPLE. In addition,
she is a member of the Consejo Municipal de
Paz (in English, Municipal Council of Peace),
and the Mesa Municipal de Victimas (in Eng-
lish, Municipal Table of Victims). The place
where she lives in an apartment in a residen-
tial, located in the neighbourhood Villa del
Sur and that she shares with her son. She has
surpassed the vulnerability status as a dis-
placed person, but she is vulnerable now be-
cause of her activism.
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Eloisa Montafio Guerrero is an artisan
whose link to Afro-descendent communities,
women and traditional Pacific crafts emerge
once she moves to Cali. She is born and grew
up in Buenaventura (Valle del Cauca) where
she spends her entire life until the displace-
ment. There is also born her only daughter.
In Buenaventura, she completed her school
education and carried out technical studies in
systems and marketing. In the labour field,
she worked in wvarious sectors until she
opened her own business, and it is because of
the possession of this space that she is dis-
placed with her daughter. Once in Cali, she
arrives at the commune 10 and she has lived
there since; nowadays, she lives in the neigh-
bourhood Cristébal Coléon. Her link with
craftsmanship arises in response to the sepa-
ration of her husband (not the father of her
daughter) and continues with this activity
which links her to training scenarios, she cre-
ates her company (with its brand Esencia
Negra), participates in events and promotes
the creation of a foundation and an organiza-
tion — Entramados (which is an artisans
group) and is the leader of the Fundacién de
Empresarios y Artesanos Afropacifico (in
English, Afropacifico Entrepreneurs and Ar-
tisans Foundation) — around this theme. Alt-
hough she does not have a stable job, she is
investing all her time and energy in strength-
ening her company while she has incidence in
The Civic Committee of the Commune 10,
the Afro Committee of the Commune 10,
and the Women's Collective of Commune 10.
She has never identified herself as a victim.



Elssy Johana Mancilla Paz is an arti-
san whose leadership is exercised within her
family. Born and raised in El Charco (Nat-
iflo), she decided to move to Guapi (Cauca)
to attend high school and stayed in her aunt’s
house and her family where she suffers vari-
ous forms of domestic violence for six years.
When she graduated from school she moved
back to El Charco, where she did not have a
permanent job, but she was linked to the
mayor's office as a teacher and then to one of
its dependencies as a secretary. Then, she
moved to Tumaco (a municipality in Narifio)
to continue studying. When returning after
obtaining her degree, she coincided in the dis-
placement of all her family group formed by
father, mother and ten siblings. They arrive at
Cali in 2010. Since that date, neither she nor
her siblings have managed to establish them-
selves in the workplace, although they have
participated in various training to develop
some work. For Elssy the birth of her son in
2013 means the beginning of her weave com-
pany and for that matter, it is linked to train-
ing, events, and two organizations dedicated
to the artisan theme. Her leadership is exerted
within her family group by helping her
younger siblings prepare academically. She
currently lives with one of her sisters, two
nephews, and her son. In her case, the dis-
placement was not as meaningful as her pre-
vious domestic violence experience. Nowa-
days she is a member of Entramados (which
is an artisans group) and the Fundacion de
Empresarios y Artesanos Afropacifico (in
English, Afropacifico Entrepreneurs and Ar-
tisans Foundation).
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