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ABSTRACT 

Building on research conducted over the last ten years, this dissertation explores 

how local understandings and manifestations of gender violence are changing as women 

and men learn about human rights and gain access to state-based forms of justice. Wife 

abuse in coastal Ecuador is often explained as a result of machismo and an enduring 

culture of violence. I challenge this conception by demonstrating how political, economic 

and social processes normalize gender violence, and by showing how transnational 

human rights discourses are reshaping gender relations, structures of impunity, and the 

visibility of particular forms of violence. Inhabitants in this historically marginalized 

region are using alliances with transnational NGOs to negotiate their relationship to the 

state. Human rights, transnational alliances, and improved access to justice offer powerful 

openings for local women and families, but their empowering potential is delimited by 

growing social and economic vulnerability and the discrepancies between rights-based 

subjectivities and preexisting understandings of the self. Ultimately, I argue that human 

rights – as concept, as practice, and as discourse – reorganize power in ways that warrant 

both optimism and critique.  
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PROLOGUE 

Gabi’s Story, Part I 

 

 I first met Gabi in the year 2000, when she was only 12 years old. People in Las 

Colinas noticed a special bond between us right from the beginning; in fact, they saw it 

more clearly than we did. I never liked playing favorites, nor did I really think of Gabi as 

my favorite kid in the village of El Carmen. But somehow, every time I sent a gift back to 

the school kids there, I would find out that my package was delivered to her. It was 

assumed that any gift from me was meant for Gabi, never mind that it consisted of 25 

pencils, 25 erasers, and 25 notebooks. People joked that we were sisters because we were 

so close despite our eleven-year age difference. The more they joked the closer we felt, 

and we started to play along with the idea of our sisterhood. A noticeable streak of blonde 

in her hair was only the most obvious evidence.  

 Each year that I returned to Ecuador, I would try to make it out to the distant 

village of El Carmen to visit. It was a beautiful, bucolic village set in a valley surrounded 

by rainforest and visible waterfalls. I was always confused by Gabi’s family, however, as 

there always seemed to be so many brothers and sisters and cousins and I couldn’t keep 

them straight. It was not until years later that I realized that her mother and her aunt were 

both married to her father. Or rather, her father was married to two sisters.  

 Gabi’s story is a very complicated and difficult one; it is definitely the hardest to 

tell. I use it throughout this dissertation because it powerfully exemplifies the ways that 

violence in its multiple forms becomes normalized over time and inter-generationally. It 
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drives home what it means to have very few choices and opportunities to live a different 

life, and how these limits are consistently reinforced through fear and structural violence. 

Finally, her story also speaks to the challenges of researching violence: how do you make 

sense of something that produces chaos and resists meaning-making? These challenges 

only make the task more urgent.   

 

  



17 

 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

If you have a problem with the decisions of the health committee of which I am 

President, go ahead and hit me right now, as all the men do to their women here. 

We have been victimized for too long. You may not respect women here, but the 

state of Ecuador does. So go ahead and hit me. I will finally have recourse this 

time. 

 In this statement, Diana captures the sentiments of many women who are gaining 

awareness of their rights in a rural region of coastal Ecuador called Las Colinas. While 

assessing health service coverage in this region in 2005, I witnessed Diana’s forceful 

response to a male committee member who complained about women’s involvement in 

health center management. Due to rising participation in state and non-governmental 

(NGO) programs, Las Colinas’ inhabitants are growing increasingly aware of their rights 

as Ecuadorian citizens. Women in particular are organizing themselves in new ways and 

asserting their gender-based rights.  

        This region, comprised by colonists from the neighboring province of Manabí, is 

often considered a lawless frontier by community members and outsiders alike. Las 

Colinas lacks access to basic infrastructure as well as legal, judicial, and institutional 

resources. Family violence is shockingly widespread in this recently settled region, in 

part because of its legitimacy in the eyes of both men and women. In addition, Manabita 

men are characterized by their aggressive masculinity by other Ecuadorians (DeWalt 

2004). To combat the so-called culture of violence in Las Colinas, NGO programs have 

instituted workshops to educate men and women about women’s rights. However, these 

women’s empowerment initiatives have approached gender inequality primarily as a 
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cultural and ideological issue, and they have thus had variable and contradictory effects 

on social relations and rates of violence. Having worked in this region since the year 

2000, I have documented the ways that many women have since experienced increased 

rates of violence within the home. They struggle deeply with the ideological claims to 

rights when they do not have the political and economic resources to act upon them 

(Merry 2003). Women like Diana struggle daily with this contradiction. In public, they 

use the language of rights and invokes the protection of the state. At home, however, 

many women continue to be battered by their husbands. In fact, they also continue to 

believe that they deserve it.  

 In this dissertation, I explore the complex contradictions experienced by Diana and 

other battered women in a context of increasing women’s rights awareness due to the 

growing presence of state and non-governmental agencies in this frontier zone. How does 

increasing awareness of women’s rights affect women’s perceptions and experiences of, 

as well as their responses to, intimate partner violence (IPV)? To answer this question, I 

demonstrate how changing family relations in Las Colinas have been and are being 

shaped by particular historical, political, economic and social conditions and processes, 

which in turn have helped produce a normalized culture of gendered violence. I utilize 

this phrase to capture not only the everydayness of gendered violence in the region, but 

also to problematize the assumptions and stereotypes that point to a culture of violence 

and machismo as intrinsic to coastal campesinos, especially those from Manabí. While 

my use of this phrase may seem to imply otherwise, I do not argue that this culture of 

violence automatically reproduces among coastal Ecuadorians, or any other group of 



19 

 

people. Rather, I argue that domestic violence interventions in rural Ecuador have failed 

to disrupt the social reproduction of violence because of their limited scope. While 

diverse interventions often acknowledge the role of political and economic factors in 

exacerbating violence and shaping women’s access to justice, and they have reshaped the 

form that violence assumes, most overlook the transnational and political-economic 

dimensions that actually sustain its reproduction. For this reason, I argue that 

interventions highlighted in this dissertation have themselves often contributed to the 

naturalization of machista cultures of gendered violence.  

 This introductory chapter provides the initial theoretical, ethnographic, and 

historical context for the analysis and narrative to follow in the rest of the dissertation. 

After briefly introducing the setting and the research problem, this chapter introduces key 

conceptual frameworks.  I also discuss the ways that the dissertation will contribute to 

more sophisticated theorizing of the relationships between culture, power, gender and 

human rights in our understandings of violence. This dissertation provides a unique 

longitudinal perspective on how domestic violence is produced both interpersonally, 

nationally, and internationally, thus challenging static conceptions of culture. It embeds 

understandings of family violence in larger political-economic processes that shape not 

only how women, as Ecuadorian citizens, understand and experience their right to live a 

life free of violence, but also how they access and act on this right.  

Throughout this work, I seek to untangle three principal contradictions that Las 

Colinas men and women experience in their daily lives. These three contradictions 

provide an important roadmap for understanding the ways that sex, violence, gender, 
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human rights, and community development are interrelated. The first contradiction I 

highlight is the widespread understanding that a woman cannot be both a wife and a 

lover in her relationship with her husband. Thus, Las Colinas women are expected to act 

as if their reproductive and sexual selves were separate and disconnected, forcing them 

into a severe double-bind. For example, Las Colinas men often rationalize their 

extramarital relations by claiming their wives are not sexy enough, yet they berate their 

wives for expressing pleasure related to sex (thus deemed non-reproductive). Much of the 

intimate partner violence in the region arises from these deep-seated ideas about proper 

womanhood. The second contradiction around which this dissertation pivots is that the 

region’s inhabitants seek to be both visible and invisible to the state. They are deeply 

distrustful of the state, and yet they need certain forms of state support and investment in 

order to secure their livelihoods.  

Historically, the region and its people (in particular, manabita campesinos) are 

peripheral to the Ecuadorian state because of their distant physical location adentro (in 

the interior), their political distance from the dueling seats of state power in Quito and 

Guayaquil, and their cultural distance from both the “high culture” that marks the urban 

mestizos of the highlands and the “traditional culture” associated with indigenous groups. 

As a result, campesinos of Las Colinas take advantage of their peripheral location to hide 

from the state while, at other moments (especially as the world around them modernizes), 

they exhibit deep resentment about the lack of state support. The third contradiction 

emphasized in this dissertation is the fundamental mismatch between human rights 

discourse and practice, or in this case, between what women and men believe they have a 
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right to, and what they can actually do to instantiate that right. In each chapter, I 

demonstrate the relevance of these contradictory fissures to the topic at hand, as each 

holds profound implications for the ways that the people of Las Colinas remake meaning 

in the face of violence and change.  

Las Colinas de la Costa 

Beginning in the 1970s, colonists from Manabí began settling in the remote 

cloudforest region in northwestern Ecuador called Las Colinas. Now, approximately 6000 

Figure 1. Map of Ecuador, highlighting location of Esmeraldas and 

Manabí provinces 
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people live in the region’s twenty-six communities, which are linked by muddy trails to a 

central commercial town that I call Las Cruces. The remote interiors of the region are 

referred to as adentro (the inside, or the interior); people emerge from la montaña 

adentro (the lush, coastal mountains in the coastal interior) “cada ocho” (once a week) or 

“cada quince” (once every two weeks) to sell cacao, purchase goods, visit the health 

center, and connect with the world via cell phone access, radio signal, and television in 

Las Cruces, a village with electricity. Those with good friends or extended family in the 

village may stay overnight, but most turn around and return “pa’adentro” later the same 

day, often taking six hours each way to arrive back at home.  

During the last thirty years, mestizo settlers have been arriving in Las Colinas in 

search of productive land to practice subsistence agriculture. Most inhabitants come from 

the neighboring province of Manabí, where policies of agrarian reform, overpopulation, 

and climactic conditions made cultivatable land scarce.  Las Colinas’ inhabitants live in a 

precarious state of poverty. Not only do they survive on minimal income, but also they 

suffer from an unstable legal relationship to the land that sustains them.  Due to the 

importance of land to the livelihoods and identities of these campesinos, this fact is  

particularly salient and crucial to understanding their daily experiences of insecurity and 

“fear of no future” (Green 2009; Sider 2006). The majority of inhabitants are 

posesionarios (squatters), who claimed possession of their land but hold no legal title. 

Aside from limited aid with road improvements during the dry summer months, the 

municipal government has yet to provide electric, water, or sanitation services to this 

region. Residents praise their independence from the government and celebrate their high 
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degree of self-reliance, yet they criticize the failure of the Ecuadorian state to provide 

basic infrastructure. In the last ten years, however, the region is experiencing increased 

rates of development. They are “developing” both from above (primarily, through NGO 

& the state sponsored initiatives) and below (via grassroots community organizations) – 

processes which have been set in motion by neoliberal processes of decentralization and 

the growing presence of NGOs as well as the technical and political savvy and “capacity-

building” of community leaders. For example, in 2001, a group of regional leaders 

solicited support from a foreign medical student, asking that he assist them in building a 

health center in the region. From that year forward, an international NGO, which I call La 

Fundación, has supported the provision of basic health services, yet it is a local health 

committee that is in charge of decision-making. La Fundación – with which I have been 

involved since its inception – and other locally-operating NGOs have since facilitated a 

number of projects, including the provision of workshops on family violence, family 

relations, and the rights of men, women and children.  

In 2006, municipal officials installed electricity posts and improved road 

conditions for the central community; two years ago, electricity was installed in five more 

communities. Ten new community organizations have been formed in the central 

community of Las Cruces itself, and there are now a half-dozen microcredit lending 

groups to provide short-term economic loans (at high interest rates) to residents. Due to 

increased tourism and development, residents are increasingly pressuring the municipal 

government to provision a police post in Las Cruces. Since 2006, the municipal 
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government has repeatedly promised to “bring law and justice”
1
 into the region, but this 

promise has yet to be fulfilled.   

Everyday Violence in Las Colinas  

Overall, life in Las Colinas is in a state of flux. Domestic violence is generally 

considered a private affair, but newly circulating discourses of citizenship are prompting 

some inhabitants to hold the state responsible for protecting women and children. 

Incidence of wife battering is extremely high, and violence is a commonly accepted 

manner of resolving conflict both in and outside the home. Almost every woman I have 

interviewed over the last five years has reported at least one incident of physical abuse at 

the hands of an intimate partner in her lifetime. Sexual violence among intimate partners 

is especially prevalent.  

 In this region, men suffer from their inability to provide enough economic support 

for their families due to limited participation in the market economy and rising prices of 

consumer goods (for evidence of this pattern in peasant communities worldwide, see 

Scott 1976; Wolf 1966; Wolf 1969). Tensions are rising from the strict gendered division 

of labor during a time when women are increasingly pressured to assist in providing for 

their families. Lack of land title, as well as the instability of market prices for cacao and 

coffee, creates a context of extreme insecurity. Without proper infrastructure in a volatile 

climactic environment, heavy rains can wipe out an entire harvest or make the roads 

impassable, causing harvests to spoil. Many houses are at least thirty minutes away from 

one another, proving challenging to community solidarity and the establishment of strong 

                                                
1 These words were spoken by a municipal official during a community meeting held in July 2005. 
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social networks. This is especially true for women who usually remain in the home. Due 

to recent migration and extreme isolation, women lack access both legal recourses as well 

as the family and community networks that can offer support and hinder violence. As a 

woman’s contribution becomes more important to the household economy, her ability to 

leave is also further restricted.  

 Las Colinas inhabitants are effectively exempt from and ignored by the Ecuadorian 

legal system, in part because of their remote location. Without a police station in Las 

Cruces, and minimal legal and judicial presence in the region, Las Colinas inhabitants 

often take the law into their own hands and justice is enforced by la ley de la machete 

(the law of the machete). The closest Comisaría de la Mujer y la Familia (Women and 

Family Commissariat), a police station dedicated to processing complaints of family 

violence, is located in the provincial capital of Esmeraldas. The city of Esmeraldas is 

approximately four hours by car or bus from Las Colinas’ central community, and as 

much as thirteen hours from others.  

In all, life in Las Colinas can be characterized by many of the predictive factors of 

family violence that have been outlined worldwide, including: economic inequality 

between men and women; stringent division of labor between men and women (usually 

‘private’ versus ‘public’); violence as a societal pattern in resolving conflict; male 

authority and control of decision-making; and restrictions on women’s ability to leave the 

family setting (Brasiliero 1997; Counts 1999; Levinson 1989; Sanday 1981). Each of 

these factors is critical to understanding family violence in the region. 
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Women’s Rights and Gendered Violence in Ecuador 

Intimate partner violence is widespread throughout Ecuador; its prevalence and 

legitimacy has been documented in numerous studies (CEDAW 2002; Machuca, et al. 

2003; McKee 1999; Moscoso 1996; Stølen 1987). A study by the World Bank (2000) 

found that 47 percent of women in Ecuador experienced abuse two to three times per 

month, demonstrating that rates of violence in Ecuador are higher than in many other 

Latin American countries (The World Bank 2000). This study was cited in a United 

Nations report as evidence of some of the highest prevalence rates of physical abuse 

worldwide (United Nations 2000). In another study conducted earlier, in 1992, 60 sixty 

percent of low-income women in a Quito neighborhood reported physical abuse by a 

male partner between 1986 and 1992 (Barragán Alvarado, et al. 1992). More recently, the 

most comprehensive national-level study to date     the 200  Demographic and Child and 

Maternal Health Survey (la Encuesta Demográfica y de Salud Materna e Infantil 

 henceforth referred to as ENDE AIN )     collected data on intrafamily violence at 

national, regional and provincial levels in Ecuador (CEPAR 2005). The survey was based 

on a random, representative sample consisting of 9,576 Ecuadorian women between 15 

and 49 years-of-age.
2
 Over one’s lifetime,  1 percent of once-partnered women reported 

experiencing verbal or psychological abuse, 31 percent reported physical violence, and 

12 percent reported episodes of sexual abuse by a current or past partner. Fifteen percent 

of women reported having experienced verbal or psychological violence, 10 percent 

                                                
2 Questions in this survey were designed with technical assistance of the Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC) and edited by the survey’s technical team and members of the Consejo Nacional de la Mujer 

(CONAMU).  
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physical violence, and four percent sexual violence during the last twelve months 

(CEPAR 2005). In Latin America, rates of intimate partner violence range from 10 

percent to 70 percent (Buvinic, et al. 1999). 

My research indicates that rates of intimate partner violence in Las Colinas are at 

the upper end of this range, if not higher.
3
 Recognizing the limitations of surveys in 

accessing data on family violence, it is possible that the data in ENDEMAIN 2004 

represents “a minimum estimate of the magnitude and complexity of the current problem 

[of intrafamily violence  in Ecuador” (CEPAR 2005:33). Studies of prevalence of 

violence often vary considerably because of different sample populations and 

methodologies. However, the gravity of domestic violence for Ecuadorian women cannot 

be understated, as all of the existing studies have shown that anywhere between 25 and 

60 percent of women report having been physical abused by an intimate partner at least 

once in their lifetimes (CEPAR 2005).  

Machista Manabita Wife-Beating Men 

Most scholarship on violence in Ecuador has focused on gender relations and 

violence in urban settings (Barrera B 1943) (Barragán Alvarado, et al. 1992) and 

indigenous communities (Hamilton 1998; Muratorio 1998), while only a select few 

studies have addressed the Ecuadorian coast (DeWalt 2004, Phillips 1985). In Manabí, 

the province of origin for over 75 percent of Las Colinas colonists, studies of domestic 

violence and gender relations are even more scant. However, Manabí is known as the 

most machista province in Ecuador. Ecuadorians often describe women from Manabí 

                                                
3 However, because my data is predominantly qualitative, I do not make more specific claims about IPV 

prevalence in Las Colinas.  
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(often referred to as manabitas) as strictly circumscribed to their domestic realms and 

roles, and subject to men’s constant physical disciplining and punishment. According to 

one woman in Manabí, being a machista means “to be strong, to hit, to demand” (DeWalt 

2004:7). In one of the only anthropological studies of family relations on the Ecuadorian 

coast, DeWalt (2004) found that, in Manabí, 44 percent of women reported experiences 

of domestic violence during their lifetimes, 10 percent reported that they experienced at 

least one episode within the previous year, and 10 percent reported seeking medical 

treatment for injuries associated with domestic violence.  

Although popular discourse in Ecuador reaffirms the position of Manabí as the 

most machista and most violent province of all, the 2004 ENDEMAIN study reports 

lower levels of family violence on the coast (and especially in Manabí) than in the Sierra, 

the Amazon, or other Ecuadorian provinces (CEPAR 2005).
 
Rates of lifetime prevalence 

of physical IPV were highest in Quito (36%) and in the Amazon lowlands (36%), and 

were much higher among indigenous women (41%) than mestizo women (27%) (CEPAR 

2005). Legal and judicial statistics from the Comisarias de La Mujer also support this 

claim. In a press release disseminated during a recent national campaign against violence 

called Reacciona Ecuador,  anabí’s Provincial Director of Education announced, 

“ anabí is the province with the highest number of complaints of domestic violence, 

most girls here are brought up with physical or psychological violence” (Gobierno 

Nacional de la Republica de Ecuador 2011).  She goes on to say that this coastal province 

ranks fourth among the provinces that present “the most cases of machismo,” and, as 

evidence, “in 2009, the  anabí cities of  anta and Portoviejo reported 3954 complaints 
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filed in the Women’s Commissary (la Comisaría de la Mujer y la Familia).”
4
 Not only 

do these numbers have little value when reported without any comparative context, but 

also the report’s mention of casos de machismo demonstrates a common and problematic 

elision of machismo, maltrato de la mujer (abuse of women), and Manabí.  

Although machismo usually refers to a broader constellation of male behaviors 

including drinking, violence, womanizing, and ideas about honor and shame, in coastal 

Ecuador it is understood first and foremost as wife-beating. Furthermore, as this case 

demonstrates, an act or case of machismo is often glossed as an actual act of violence-

against-women (VAW). This dissertation interrogates this elision by problematizing 

popular and scholarly ideas that ascribe male control of women and acts of violence in 

coastal Ecuador to a cultural trait called machismo. In this case, machismo is often 

spoken of as a characteristic intrinsic to many Ecuadorian men, but especially to coastal 

manabas – one that reproduces naturally from generation to generation. I explicitly take 

issue with this characterization by highlighting the structural and political-economic 

dimensions of violence and argue that it is precisely these overlooked dimensions of 

violence that naturalize and fuel its reproduction.  

                                                
4 The original quotation reads as follows: “La provincia costeña ocupa el cuarto puesto entre los lugares 

donde se presentan más casos de machismo” (Gobierno Nacional de la República de Ecuador 2011).  
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Figure 2: Results of ENDEMAIN study from 2004.  

Types of IPV experienced by women aged 15-49 during long-term partnerships in their lifetime, organized by 

place of residence (ENDEMAIN 2004). 
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Family Violence Legislation in Ecuador 

Ecuador’s movement against family violence is considered progressive, yet its 

effects on the daily lives of rural women remain unclear (Heise 1994, Lind 2005). In all, 

studies of intimate partner violence in Ecuador identify several factors that contribute to 

family violence, including poverty, alcohol, patriarchal gender norms, “aggressive 

masculinity,” and lack of educational, legal and judicial resources (The World Bank 

2000). However, they do not capture women’s subjective experiences of violence, nor do 

they demonstrate the broader mediating mechanisms through which poverty, for example, 

leads to violence. They also fail to demonstrate how family violence is changing in 

response to legal, political, and structural reform. To fill these gaps, I explore how 

international and national human rights policy have influenced rural women’s 

understandings of their rights, and in turn how these changing understandings have 

affected their responses to violence over time.  

In 1979, Ecuador participated in CEDAW, the Convention on the Elimination of 

all Forms of Discrimination against Women and ratified its articles in 1981 (Division for 

the Advancement of Women 2004). Throughout the 1980s, and especially the 1990s, the 

Ecuadorian government began institutionalizing anti-discrimination laws aimed at both 

public and private spheres of action, thus challenging the traditionally accepted divide. 

During this period, women’s organizations and Ecuador's government successfully 

collaborated to establish institutional norms for women’s equality (Herrera 2001). On 

November 29, 1996, the Ecuadorian President Duran Ballén signed into effect Ley 103, 

or the Law of Violence-Against-Women and Family Violence, which criminalized 
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spousal abuse including physical, sexual, and psychological abuse for the first time in 

Ecuadorian history.
 5

 The legislation was written and promoted by a coalition of women’s 

organizations in Ecuador. Ley 103 led to the creation of provincial police stations 

(Comisarías de la Mujer y la Familia, or las Comisarías) for women and the family 

where violence against women (VAW) can be reported (CONAMU 2001). As 

decentralized and localized units for reporting of transgressions, las Comisarías were 

initially established in 21 different provinces during the late 1990s and early 2000s. As 

with the Delegacias da Mulher (Women’s Police Stations) in Brazil, the logic behind the 

creation of Ecuador’s Comisarias was “to intervene in the impunity that male offenders 

typically experienced in the  Ecuadorian  law enforcement and legal system”
6
 

                                                
5 The first four articles of La Ley Contra la Violencia a la Mujer y a la Familia (or The Law of Violence-

Against-Women-and-the-Family) read as follows: Article 1 – GOALS – The goal of this law is to protect 

the physical, mental and sexual freedom of women and family members through prevention and 

punishment of intrafamily violence and attacks on their rights and those of his family. Its rules should guide 

government policies and the community about the matter; Article 2 – INTRAFAMILY VIOLENCE – 

Intrafamily violence is considered an act or omission which consists of physical, psychological or sexual 

violence enacted by a member of the family against women or other members of the nuclear family; Article 

3 - SCOPE - For the purposes of this law, members of the nuclear family are considered to be spouses, 

parents, children, siblings and relatives to the second degree of affinity. Protection afforded by this law 

shall extend to former spouses, cohabitants, ex-cohabitants, persons with whom they maintain or have 

maintained a consensual partner, and those who share the home of the perpetrator or the victim; Article 4 – 
FORMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE - For purposes of this law, these are considered to be (a) Physical 

violence - Any act of force that causes harm, pain or suffering  to the person affected regardless of: 

the means employed, its consequences, and the time required for recovery; (b) Psychological violence - It 

is any act or omission that causes harm, pain, emotional distress, psychological disturbance or decreased 

self-esteem to the woman or the victimized family. It also includes acts of intimidation or threats that instill 

fear; (c) Sexual violence - Without prejudice to cases of rape and other crimes against sexual freedom,  

sexual violence is considered to constitute abuse when it imposes or forces a person to have sexual 

relationships or other practices with the offender or others through the use of physical force, intimidation, 

threats or other coercive means (CONGRESO NACIONAL EL PLENARIO DE LAS COMISIONES 

LEGISLATIVAS del Ecuador 1995). See http://www.eclac.cl/oig/doc/Ecu1995Leyviolenciamujer.pdf for 

original text. 
6 Since 1991, UNIFEM, the United Nations Development Fund for Women, has an office in Quito which 
serves the entire Andean region, including Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela. The National Council 

for Women, CONAMU was established in 1997 as a partial governmental body to support women’s issues 

and policy agendas. Alliances between CONA U, UNIFE , and other women’s organizations including 

CEPAM, led to the adoption of La Ley 103 (above) as well as the formal recognition of the right of 

women’s equality in the 1998 Constitution, and significant advances in the 2008 Constitution. 

http://www.eclac.cl/oig/doc/Ecu1995Leyviolenciamujer.pdf
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(Hautzinger 2007:2). Though the legislation itself is powerful in its recognition of 

multiple forms of violence, its application – especially in rural, remote areas such as Las 

Colinas – is severely limited.   

More recently, the 2008 Constitution marks a significant advance in gender 

equality, women’s rights, and anti-violence policy, and the movement is undergoing 

radical change due the restructuring of governmental agencies. Thus far, the effects of 

these transformations remain unclear. As part of a platform of “21
st
 century socialism,” 

Rafael Correa executed a presidential decree that pledges to adopt the struggle against 

gender violence as a specific state policy. The decree, backed with funding, is being 

implemented transversally across the ministries of health, education, government, and 

economic and social inclusion, a move which has implied the closure of the National 

Council for Women (CONAMU). CONAMU was first established in 1997 as a partial 

governmental body to support women’s issues and policy agendas.  

In May 29, 2009, a new entity called La Comisión de Transición hacia el Consejo 

Nacional de las Mujeres y la Igualdad de Género (The Transitional Commission of 

CONAMU and Gender Equality) was created to guide the transition from CONAMU 

towards public institutionalism that guarantees equality between men and women. As part 

of this transition, the Commission – in concert with ten governmental institutions - has 

implemented an impressive media and press campaign with television and radio spots 

about violence against women and children in Ecuador, with the tagline “React Ecuador! 

 achismo is violence” (“Reacciona Ecuador, el machismo es violencia”). The main 

objective of this campaign is to “denaturalize gender-based violence and change the 
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Ecuadorian attitude toward the grave predicament that women finds themselves in” and 

to raise awareness among men in particular that machismo itself is violent (Comisión de 

Transición 2010). 

With these advances in mind, this dissertation addresses how these changes in 

policy have created a space for the “politicized questioning” of gender norms and 

practice despite confronting significant challenges in implementation (Hautzinger 

2007:2). As Sarah Hautzinger (2007) found in her study on women’s use of all-female 

police stations in Northeast Brazil, “by expressing women’s rights first as human rights, 

and more recently as citizens’ rights, women have repositioned themselves to make 

possible the exercise of authority, self-representation, and justice” (Marques-Pereira and 

Raes 2005; 4). In this dissertation, I describe the enactment and experience of violence in 

family, household, and community contexts, as well as “discernable patterns through 

which violence could escalate to the point that women sought out police intervention” 

(Hautzinger 2007:4).
7
  

Theoretical Directions 

This dissertation merges individual and structural level analyses, integrates 

multiple voices, and attempts to deconstruct ideas about culture that underpin 

explanations of violence. Although it manifests in individualized suffering, family 

violence constitutes a form of structural violence, embedded in a larger social, political, 

and economic matrix (Farmer 2003). In my research, I draw upon recent anthropological 

                                                
7 My study, however, is unlike most studies of police stations, which only follow women who decided to 

seek judicial intervention. By looking at cases in which women do not seek judicial intervention, I have 

been able to identify a wide range of barriers to access, as well as factors related to women’s decision to 

access justice.  
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scholarship on violence that has demonstrated the importance of incorporating structural 

(Hautzinger 2007) and political economic analyses (Adelman 2004) to denaturalize 

violence (Binford 2002; Bourgois 2001; Farmer 2003; Green 1999; Green 2003). 

According to Madelaine Adelman (2004), a political economic approach to domestic 

violence “examines interlocking structural factors, changes over time, and differences 

across space” (61).    

In order to accomplish this, my research draws from diverse bodies of 

anthropological literature on gender and violence, human rights, and critical development 

studies, while emphasizing the importance of historical particularism, political economy, 

and the use of a transnational frame of analysis. For this reason, I side with critiques that 

argue for a more sophisticated use of history, to counter anthropologists’ tendency to 

invoke history as “one damn thing after another” (Leslie White, as cited in Wolf 

1990:589) without demonstrating the particular mechanisms through which violence, for 

example, is produced over time (Binford 2002; Green 2002; Wacquant 2004). Thus I 

heed lessons from William Roseberry (1993) who urges anthropologists to exercise 

sensitivity to historical particularity to ensure that our conceptualizations are not 

“historically and sociologically empty” (3 2).  

Anthropologies of Gender, Violence, and Human Rights 

I situate my work within the growing genre of anthropologies of violence, which 

have brought poverty, hunger, inequality, and war into the anthropological limelight 

despite the difficulties of fieldwork (Alcalde 2010; Farmer 2003; Green 1999; 

MacClancy 2002; Nordstrom 2004; Scheper-Hughes 2000; Scheper-Hughes 1992a; 
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Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004b). However, one of the most routine and universal 

forms of violence still lingers in the shadows of adentro, or the interior – the interior of 

the home on the one hand, and the rural interior of the Ecuadorian nation, on the other. 

By uncovering how power operates "domestically" – within the household and nation-

state – this dissertation utilizes oral histories and in-depth ethnography to highlight how 

power and inequality articulate in daily life and manifest as violence in these 

communities amidst change.  

Intimate partner violence is cross-culturally pervasive and therefore hardly exotic 

(Brown 1999; Heise 1997). However, explanations of family violence still tend to ascribe 

it to culture and related notions of machismo without interrogating how this so-called 

culture of violence is produced, maintained, and legitimized “through the very nexus of 

gender, nation and law” (Adelman 2004b:135; Alonso 1997). The majority of scholarship 

on family violence, which has been conducted in the fields of sociology, psychology, 

criminology and public health, has focused on the individual pathology of perpetrators 

(Counts, et al. 1999; McClusky 2001). Anthropologists have only begun focusing 

squarely on gender-based violence during the past two decades (Wies and Haldane 2011). 

The dearth of research on domestic violence is striking when one considers the array of 

anthropological scholarship on other forms of everyday violence (e.g. Das 2000; 

Goldstein 2003a; Gow and Harvey 1994; Green 1999; Kleinman 1997; Nordstrom and 

Robben 1995; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004a). So, why have anthropologists been 

so wary of addressing domestic violence as a critical topic of its own, despite a plethora 

of anecdotal information found within many ethnographies (McClusky 2001)? Brown 
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(1999) contends that many anthropologists have overlooked family violence because they 

want to portray their research sites favorably, or they fear placing their subjects in danger 

of retribution or exoticization. Many have noted that addressing domestic violence 

entraps anthropologists in the tricky impasse between cultural relativism and human 

rights, making researchers appear – on the one hand – as if they are “imposing our 

political agenda on other societies with results that might be harmful” (Counts 1999:xviii; 

Susser 1998; Zorn 1999), or  – on the other hand – as if they are accepting of the violence 

they witness. For example, tribal warfare, genital cutting, forced scarification, and nose 

bleeding constituted forms of violence most commonly interrogated by anthropologists, 

and each of these was “seen as part of the social construction of gender and adulthood, 

and were  therefore  not considered acts of violence,” while acts of gender –based 

violence such as rape, domestic violence, and human trafficking were left undertheorized 

(Wies and Haldane 2011:5).  

While the tension between relativism and universal rights has been subject to 

much critique and discussion within anthropology, I place this tension front and center in 

my analysis because it is not merely theoretical, nor is it solely confined to anthropology. 

Rather, I found that decisions made by battered women, activists, institutional actors, or 

researchers at my fieldsite were increasingly informed and shaped by the tension between 

context-based, relativist norms and universalist human rights-inflected standards – the 

shapes of which were changing in the process. Therefore, I an historical review of the 

literature on domestic violence (further elaborated in Chapter Two) is instructive not only 

because of its relevance for research and activism, but also because it provides an 



38 

 

important frame for understanding the transnational dimensions of meaning-making and 

the negotiation of moral identities amidst social change.  

Within the field of anthropology and family violence, David Levinson’s (1989) 

text Family Violence in Cross-Cultural Perspective was one of the first books to place 

domestic violence within a universal (non-relativistic) frame of reference. In the 1990s, 

the publication of two volumes by Dorothy Counts, Judith Brown, and Jacquelyn 

Campbell on cultural perspectives of wife beating paved the way for a new field of 

anthropological inquiry focused on gender violence (or domestic violence) (Counts 

1999). Since 2005, a number of ethnographies on gender-based violence have emerged, 

usually emphasizing the links between individual and structures of power, as well as the 

importance of contextualizing violence without dismissing or legitimizing it (Wies and 

Haldane 2011). Through the work of Sally Engle Merry, gender violence has also figured 

centrally in emerging anthropologies of human rights, establishing a significant 

precedent for linking local-level ethnography with transnational political-economic 

structures in analyses of violence and human rights. Similarly, this dissertation draws on 

transnational perspectives to demonstrate the relevance of global-historical political 

economy and international human rights movement to the ways that violence plays out in 

Las Colinas.  

In cross-cultural research on gender-based violence over the last twenty years, 

certain fundamental premises have emerged (Hautzinger 2007). For example, gender-

based violence is (1) “alarmingly widespread, but not universal,” (2) both destructive and 

productive (for example, it is also a “key resource for the performance of masculinity”), 
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(3) not “one-size fits all” (despite the strategic and political efforts that frame it as a 

singular experience and emphasize commonalities across cultures) and (4) preventable 

through a multifaceted approach that emphasizes more than criminalization and 

punishment (Hautzinger 2007:32-5).
8
 Despite the recognition of diversity of settings, 

perpetrators, victims, responses, and factors related to domestic violence, certain truisms 

emerge over time, especially through efforts to politicize and highlight the issue of 

domestic violence. As this dissertation explores, explanatory concepts such as gender (or 

gender inequality), culture, or patriarchy are both instructive and limiting, as they have 

come to gloss and simplify the constellation of factors that contribute to the social 

reproduction of domestic violence.  

For example, in recent literature on gender-based violence, the human rights 

framework has come under fire for its simplistic framing of culture and its over-emphasis 

on gender as an interpretive tool (Adelman 2004b; Merry 2006a; Merry 2009). 

Anthropologist Sally Merry – among others – has shown that in human rights discourse 

and activism, both culture and patriarchy have become overly reified concepts through 

their identification as obstacles to gender equality (Merry 2008). Like culture, definitions 

and understandings of class have also proved tricky for investigations of domestic 

violence. Hautzinger (2007) decries the “myth of classlessness” in domestic violence 

research, because while it has been shown that domestic violence exists across classes, 

this does not prove that class does not play a role in patterning violence (34). As this 

dissertation demonstrates, poverty and other forms of structural violence undeniably 

                                                
8 As Hautzinger (2007) also notes, an emphasis on criminalization and punishment can be elitist, appealing 

only to those women who have the resources to turn to and depend on the justice system. 
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exacerbate experiences of domestic violence delimit people’s range of options to respond 

to it. Yet, scholars of domestic violence must take care to not blindly assume higher 

frequency or severity of violence within poorer socioeconomic strata because, by doing 

so, they risk propagating potentially racist or deterministic associations such as class-as-

race, class-as-culture, or cultures of poverty (Hautzinger 2007).  

Recent scholarship also explores the effects of varied interventions on domestic 

violence. While women’s economic empowerment and education were initially heralded 

as a surefire solution for gender inequality and family violence in many communities 

worldwide, we have found that women’s empowerment initiatives have had uneven 

effects on violence against women, often leading to higher rates of violence when gender 

norms are in flux (Campbell 1999; DeWalt 2004; Jewkes 2001; Schuler 1992; Schuler, et 

al. 2008). Therefore, I draw on scholarship by Sally Engle Merry (2003, 2006) that 

problematizes how human rights agendas assume a universal “rights consciousness.” 

Rather, many people do not have a sense of self aligned with the “autonomous rights-

conscious self” presupposed by international law ( erry 2003), as they may define 

themselves through their relationships with family and community rather than the law. 

Few studies on family violence demonstrate how women worldwide must experience a 

key shift in identity and access particular resources to act upon understandings of 

themselves as rights-bearers (Merry 1990; Merry 1997). In fact, discourses of female 

empowerment can result in blaming poor women and “their culture” because they fail to 

exit cycles of abuse, while ignoring the necessary political and economic restructuring.  
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In my dissertation (specifically in Chapter Seven), I argue that the limitations of 

human rights frameworks arise precisely because they overlook, or even demand, an 

erasure of history. I point to both the analytical and practical importance of historical 

perspectives for the scholarship on gender violence and the political movement against it. 

While the human rights paradigm has been crucial - and certainly the most effective - in 

rendering gender violence visible on an international scale, three decades of activism 

have failed to reduce its incidence . Historical perspectives more clearly illuminate the 

intersectionality of various forms of violence and the material, structural conditions that 

contribute to gender violence and complicate efforts to reduce its prevalence. 

A Political Economy of Suffering 

Violence and suffering defy the limits of language and resist definition, yet they 

also demand explanation and action. Though the experience of suffering may be 

universal, it is far from equal in its distribution. Like many anthropologies of violence, 

this dissertation also aims to understand the inequitable distribution of violence and 

suffering as it is linked to historically driven political-economic processes, such as those 

arising from the boom-and-bust export driven economic history of coastal Ecuador. 

Characterizing power and violence raises innumerable theoretical, methodological, and 

ethical challenges. I review both the “micro” and “macro” aspects of violence through the 

use of social suffering and structural violence as conceptual models, each of which has 

certain strengths and weaknesses. Concepts such as social suffering and structural 

violence reflect attempts by scholars to merge phenomenological and political economic 

analysis in understanding suffering. I propose that incorporating the concept of impunity 
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in analyses of power and violence helps orients our attention to how violence, as process, 

works through and remakes social relations in naturalized and hardly discernible ways. 

For example, this is evident when considering the effects of impunity in a situation of 

wife battering; impunity can create a climate of fear and vulnerability that affects not 

solely a battered woman, but also her children, friends and family. The impunity leads to 

unspoken silences and fractures relations of trust, especially when other turns a blind eye 

to the violence and justice is left undone.  

Critical medical anthropologists have utilized the concept social suffering to 

describe how social forces shape both individual and collective suffering. Understanding 

suffering as fundamentally social constitutes an attempt to counter biomedical tendencies 

to locate suffering, biologically defined as disease or pathology, within the individual 

body. Kleinman and Kleinman (1997) describe suffering as social because not only do 

“collective modes of experience shape individual perceptions and expressions” but also, 

“social interactions enter into an illness experience” (2). Embodiment, a parallel concept, 

also refers to how dis-ease (or unease) experienced in the “social body” or the “body 

politic” is both manifested in and negotiated by the “individual body” in complex ways 

(Csordas 1994; Lock and Scheper-Hughes 1987; Scheper-Hughes 1991). Concepts such 

as social suffering, embodiment, and the three bodies were all developed to challenge 

long-standing dualisms between mind and body, structure and agency, as well as social 

and individual (Garcia-Moreno 1998; Lock and Scheper-Hughes 1987). These theoretical 

frames are useful to my research because they emphasize the social aspects of intimate 

partner and gender violence, which have often been examined through a hyper-
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individualist lens (focusing on the psychological effects on the battered woman, for 

example, or the power dynamics between two partners).  

Social suffering has successfully advanced our understanding of the complexity of 

violence and suffering by turning scholars’ attention to social and collective dimensions 

of suffering. Medical anthropologists have emphasized the diversity and complexity of 

experiences of suffering to challenge a medicalized or commercialized singular narrative 

(battered woman syndrome, for example), and thereby bring a more human face to 

suffering. However, while the concept indexes political, economic, and cultural 

dimensions of suffering, these are offered as extra-individual context which manifests 

itself in individual bodies. This conceptual frame acknowledges the role of macro-level 

institutions and processes in mediating violence and suffering, but they are collapsed into 

the ‘social’ aspect of suffering (Kleinman 2000). So, while this scholarship identifies a 

relationship between macro-level processes, power and violence, and their manifestation 

in individual and collective bodies, it often fails to demonstrate it. By focusing on the 

body and the embodiment of suffering, social suffering eclipses the processes through 

which violence interpenetrates structures, communities, and bodies. For this reason, the 

concept of social suffering has unfortunately led to a conceptualization of violence as 

seemingly all-powerful, ubiquitous and auto-reproducing. The concept remains restricted 

by a narrow theorizing of structure and agency (a conundrum alluded to by Das and 

Kleinman 2000). Due to this inadequate theoretical frame, routine and everyday violence 

has become inevitable and inescapable, which in turn risks producing futility and 

complacency in response. This has led to the many critiques of Nancy Scheper-Hughes 
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(1992a) and Philippe Bourgois (2001; 1995; 2004) claiming that their work simply 

rehashes the controversial “culture of poverty” argument. While it is crucially important 

to capture the contradictory experiences of “the suffering” and their diverse and creative 

responses to structures of power, we must move beyond a narrow and static model that 

limits us to using examples of resistance or complicity to put a human face on suffering 

(Alcalde 2010; Scott 1985).   

To account more explicitly for the institutionalized forms of violence that 

translate into everyday violence and often obscured by social suffering, anthropologists 

have turned to utilizing the concept of structural violence.
9
 Generally it refers to the 

systemic, often invisible, forms of violence which cause injury and are produced and 

perpetuated by economic, political, religious, legal, and cultural structures. Differential 

access to resources, health care, and education constitute examples of structural violence. 

Paul Farmer uses structural violence as “a broad rubric that includes a host of offensives 

against human dignity: extreme and relative poverty, social inequalities ranging from 

racism to gender inequality, and the more spectacular forms of violence that are 

uncontestedly human rights abuses” (Farmer 2003:8). For this dissertation, structural 

violence is valuable because it redirects attention to the invisible dimensions suffering 

caused by inequality, and because it serves as a call-to-action. The concept may not 

isolate specific perpetrators of violence, but it appeals to a sense of moral indignation and 

injustice that compels us to respond. The concept’s limitations, however, masquerade 

precisely behind this strength.  

                                                
9 The term was first coined by Johan Galtung and liberation theologians to describe the social structures 

that inhibit individuals, groups, and societies from full self-realization (Bourgois 2001).  
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As one example, Farmer (2004) sets up a powerful model that synthesizes 

interpretive and political-economic conceptual approaches to analyze violence and 

suffering. To do so, he rightfully calls for historical depth, geographic breadth, and 

material-grounding (both biological and political-economic) to mediate persistent 

binaries such as structure and agency, local and global, culture and political-economy. 

For example, he provides a historical and transnational context to comprehend the 

otherwise unfathomable proportion of suffering in Haiti. He also evokes the economic 

and biological pathways through which a taste for sugar, or U.S. policy, has demanded 

Haitian dependence. Yet, in his analysis, he does not adequately demonstrate the specific 

ways that transnational and historical processes intersected with local processes of 

differentiation in Haiti to produce naturalized servitude and persistent suffering. Farmer’s 

use of structural violence is also conceptually limited because it conflates various forms 

of violence (such as genocide and social disparity), collapses distinct structures of 

domination and thus diffuses responsibility (Wacquant 2004).
10

 Structural violence may 

evoke “the social machinery of oppression,” but it fails to identify “the architects of 

structural violence,” and suggest how “to intervene to right the system” (Kirmayer 

2004:321). 

I propose that each of these concepts is useful, especially when paired with the 

explicit recognition of impunity as another form of violence. Social suffering is useful for 

reminding us of the linkages between the social body, the body politic, and the physical 

                                                
10 Wacquant (200 ) argues that Farmer’s analysis should entail “a multisided historical ethnography that 

would tie the contemporary social scenes of rural Haiti to the suites of the French monarchy, the U.S. state 

agencies, and the international bodies that have held the fate of the island in their grip, not the deployment 

of a concept that diffuses responsibility in order to expand its ambit” (322). 
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body in the experience of suffering, while structural violence orients us more explicitly 

towards the systemic, political-economic aspects of violence. Incorporating the concept 

of impunity reminds us that violence is processual, which in turn underscores the need for 

historical analysis. Second, it directs attention towards establishing and defining 

complicity and thereby privileges closure and reconciliation in locally-salient ways. 

While the specifics of complicity may not always be clearly determined (especially when 

it trickles down complex authoritarian structures), impunity as concept reminds us of this 

oft-invisible “aspect of power that reinforces a highly unequal social order” and that is 

embedded in the process of social differentiation (Gill 2004; Sider 2000). In this view, 

locally-specific historical analysis is crucial, not only for determining complicity (in fact, 

this is secondary), but also to redirect attention towards the significance of reconciliation 

to the experience of violence.  

A number of accounts of enduring violence in post-war Guatemala have 

contributed to our understandings of impunity. Green (2003) and Godoy (2004) both 

argue that high rates of vigilante justice in post-war Guatemala are a “legacy of state 

terror” (Godoy 200 :6 1). They attribute present-day levels of violence to the destruction 

of social relationships and institutions during war, rather than individualized 

psychological trauma. Godoy (2004) contends that communal trauma translates into 

divisiveness and mistrust (as in El Salvador) because networks of community cohesion, 

trust, and meaning have been violated. In these contexts, victims and perpetrators of the 

violence during war are living side by side. Green (1999; 2003) takes this analysis a step 

further and demonstrates how local social institutions (such as the cofradía, land 
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entitlements, and extended family networks) that were central to social reproduction in 

highland Guatemala were undermined. This, in turn, re-entrenched both socioeconomic 

micro-differentiation and internalized racism among the Maya. Therefore, state violence 

reproduced itself in local spaces, manifesting itself in the often-brutal behavior and 

actions of Mayans towards one another (Green 2003). These social relations, in turn, 

reshape the face of violence. The failure to prosecute perpetrators of state violence has 

contributed to deep ambivalence concerning justice, human rights, and democracy and, as 

a result, to further human rights violations (Godoy 2002). While these examples focus on 

the concept of impunity with regard to political violence, I show that the concept is also 

useful in the case of domestic violence; yet I simultaneously warn against simplistic 

framings of complicity and accountability. While it is important to understand that a 

wife-beater is culpable, accountable, and complicit for enacting violence (both illegal and 

immoral) towards his partner, I also point to multiple levels of accountability that might 

include state policy, local practices of gender discrimination, underfunding of judicial 

systems, community complacency, structural adjustment programs, or over-zealous non-

profit organizations, depending on the situation at hand. 

Reframing the question and acknowledging the role of impunity helps to refocus 

attention towards establishing complicity – not solely for the sake of clearly delineating 

victims from perpetrators (as noted, it is often far messier than this, which our models 

should account for) but also because it points to a way “out” of the cycle of violence 

through the possibility of resolution. Impunity itself should therefore be considered a 

form of violence, as it constructs vulnerability, legitimizes violence in particular 
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situations, silences its effects, and impedes reconciliation (Sider and Smith 1997a). 

Furthermore, it limits people’s faith in and ability to protect themselves from violence 

(Gill 200 ), produces insecurity, and thus further “undermin es  the ability of people to 

take care of themselves” (Gill 2004:14)  

In this dissertation, I utilize the concept of impunity (specifically, in the context of 

intimate partner violence and other forms of gender violence) to highlight the production 

of mutual distrust and self-hate, the undermining of solidarity, and a general context of 

fear for both men and women. Impunity is often used to refer to the acquittal of 

perpetrators of state crime, but I find that the concept can be equally useful for 

understanding the “legitimacy” of domestic violence as well as the self-hate, internal 

fragmentation, and distrust it engenders on individual and communal levels. I argue that 

one of the central gendered distinctions in daily life is the differential structure of 

impunity, or accountability for men and women; furthermore, I demonstrate that these 

distinctions are underpinned by beliefs in men’s and women’s sexuality. Until the advent 

of the Law against Family Violence in Ecuador, women could not legitimately hold men 

accountable for their infidelity, aggression, or neglect. Even with the law in place, ideas 

about women’s superior moral rectitude and male’s sexual weaknesses continue to shape 

the ways that women access justice, contributing to a shifting structure of impunity that 

affects men and women differently. 

In a broad sense, I propose a continuation of theoretical and conceptual attempts 

to merge political-economic and phenomenological dimensions of suffering (as in the use 

of social suffering and structural violence). However, as this dissertation will 
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demonstrate, this approach should not focus on either micro or macro, but on the dynamic 

interrelations between the two. As social suffering scholars have noted, we must 

continually contemplate the ethics of representing violence, so that we do not contribute 

to its routinization.
11

 The use of mixed-methods approaches, combining ethnographic and 

historical research, can help enrich analyses by elucidating both the historical and lived 

dimensions of violence, thus avoiding a depiction that frames violence as solely cultural.  

Rather, we must consider violence a process that works by undermining, 

fragmenting, and reshaping social institutions and relationships through micro-processes 

of political, economic, racial, or gendered differentiation (Green 2002; Sider and Smith 

1997a; Sider and Smith 1997c). A nexus that links the macro and micro dimensions of 

violence thus should foreground the production of difference at multiple scales (body, 

community, nation-state, extra-state and transnational) and their intersections, while 

keeping in mind that difference engenders – and is engendered by – violence. 

Acknowledging impunity and its silences also helps move the discussion out of a ‘culture 

of poverty’ argument in which ‘violence’ is automatically reproduced. In outlining the 

workings and effects of power and violence, we must also consider people’s collective 

engagements with their reality, their praxis, whereby they “see themselves becoming the 

subjects of history” so we can comprehend the processes of self-understanding and self-

actualizing that might lead towards reconciliation (Smith 1999:256). By examining 

tensions and contradictions experienced in daily life, we can bear witness to these sites of 

                                                
11 See journalist Philip Gourevitch’s (1998) moving account of genocide in Rwanda for a powerful example 

of non-sensationalized representations of violence and the transnational dimensions of complicity, which 

also disallows the reader from feeling paralysis.   
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struggle (between “structure” and “agency,” perhaps) and gain glimpses of that which is 

“at stake” – the sources of dignity – that can be mobilized to pave a way forward (Sider 

and Smith 1997a).     

Transnationalism 

In this dissertation, I develop a conceptual framework that balances historically-rooted 

local and transnationalist perspectives in my analysis of women’s rights awareness and 

its effect on family relations in the region of Las Colinas. I demonstrate and argue for the 

utility of transnational-historical approaches for their potential to mediate the conceptual 

binaries of micro-macro and local-global, which are often invoked in attempts to theorize 

the intersections of various forms of violence. Transnationalism as a frame of analysis is 

central to understanding the discursive and material flows of knowledge, awareness and 

resources that accompany the human rights movement. For example, this dissertation 

remains attentive to the role of transnational feminist movements and scholarship in the 

construction of women’s rights policies and discourses within the Ecuadorian context. In 

my analysis of the spread of rights-discourse and practice, I merge political economic 

considerations (in keeping with a “relational” and “emphatically not-national” account of 

imperialism (Briggs, et al. 2006; Wallerstein 1974) and attention to culture as a 

“constitutive element that determines economic and political relations in the capitalist 

system” (Grosfoguel 2003:13; Said 1978). Transnationalism foregrounds history as 

relevant to understanding the transnational and engages rather than eclipses questions of 

power and inequality. A diverse conceptual toolkit influenced by world-systems theory, 

cultural Marxism, anti-colonial thinkers, feminism, subaltern and post-colonial studies 
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helps elucidate macro-level transnational processes through historically and locally-

specific attention to cultural forms of differentiation, often manifested through race, 

sexuality and gender.  

Scholars of globalization and transnationalism have vehemently debated the role 

and form of the nation-state. While globalization scholarship tends to discount or 

downplay the role of the nation-state, transnational theorists recognize that globalization 

has not made the nation-state irrelevant (Appadurai 1990; Basch, et al. 1994; Hannerz 

1996; Sassen 1996). Rather, they question assumptions underlying the nation-state and 

focus on the flexibility and contestation of borders to demonstrate how nation-states are 

changing in form. In this intellectual tradition, this dissertation approaches the role of the 

nation-state as  “a question—not a fiction in the sense of something that is untrue and 

therefore does not matter, but rather an ideology, one that changes over time, and the 

precise form of which at any given time has profound effects of wars, economies, 

cultures, the movements of people, and relations of domination” (Briggs, et al. 2006:2). It 

is not only an ideology, however, as it also constitutes a material reality; yet, the 

ideological and the material dimensions of the nation-state are not always in sync. In fact, 

we recognize the ideological flexibility and constructedness of the nation precisely in 

order to remain cognizant of its material effects — both visible and invisible.  

Challenging the preeminence of the nation as a frame of analysis (Briggs, et al. 

2006; Seigel 2005), this work holds that destabilizing the ‘nation’ and interrogating the 

fictive ideologies of nationhood brings renewed attention and analytic precision to 

transnational institutions and processes, including powerful institutions like the World 
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Trade Organization, United Nations, and the International Monetary Fund (see Nelson 

1999), neoliberalism (see Duggan 2003; Harvey 2005) and, most importantly for my 

purposes, internationalist frameworks and social movements such as human rights (see 

Adams and Pigg 2005b; Lind 2005). Although this frame of analysis may not always be 

evident, it is perceptible in the forms of suffering experienced by the marginalized rural 

poor in this frontier zone. As Donna Goldstein (2003b) notes in her study of violence in 

urban Brazil, “Despite their heavy and direct impact, these state and global processes 

often seem detached and oddly indirect; they appear most of the time as vague, 

burdensome shadows, becoming solid and “real” only through the routine and visceral 

engagements with the embodied effects of power (1). Even when absent, the state 

presence – or lack thereof -- in Las Colinas has helped shape the structure of impunity 

and the manifestations of violence (as I further discuss in Chapters Three and Five).  

Overview of the Dissertation 

This dissertation explores the articulation of political, economic and social 

processes that underpin gender norms and produce a normalized culture of gendered 

violence in a rural frontier region of northwestern Ecuador. How does increasing 

awareness of women’s rights affect women’s perceptions and experiences of, as well as 

their responses to, intimate partner violence in this region? Use of mixed methods such as 

ethnographic fieldwork, interviews, oral history and archival research enable a 

historically-specific examination of the political and economic context from which 

colonists originated to make sense of regnant gender norms and their role in the 

normalization of violence.  
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Chapter-by-Chapter 

Following the introduction in Chapter One, Chapter Two (Beholding Violence), 

addresses the politics of knowledge production that has shaped studies of intimate partner 

violence, as well as the challenges I encountered while researching violence. This chapter 

also provides more in-depth theoretical context for my analysis of violence. Chapter 

Three (Locating Adentro) provides the ethnographic research context, describing 

everyday life in Las Colinas and locating the region as a space that is peripheral to the 

state in complex and significant ways. In this chapter, I provide background for later 

discussions on the inhabitant’s relationships with the state (Chapter Seven), while 

highlighting the deep sense of insecurity that characterizes people’s daily life as well as 

their tenuous grasp on their future. In this chapter, I also describe my research methods 

with a particular focus on the diverse dimensions of my ethnographic and activist 

involvement in the region over the last ten years. Chapter Four (Machos, Mandarinas, 

and Rural Sexualities) delves into the bulk of ethnographic data collected about gender, 

sexuality, and the family in Las Colinas, Ecuador since the year 2000, capturing 

whenever possible the ways that they have changed over time. The aim of this chapter is 

ultimately to chart out the gendered structure of impunity in the communities, and how 

ideas about men’s and women’s moral and sexual selves are wrapped up in this 

differential accountability. In Chapter Five (Campesino Futures in Historical Perspective: 

Migration, History, and the State), I explore the historical and political-economic 

dimensions of gender relations on the coast, in an attempt to get at how particular ideas 

about men’s and women’s roles and rights have become naturalized over time among 
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coastal campesinos. I provide an historical overview of the Manabí province to explain 

migration patterns from Manabí to Esmeraldas province, as well as the long-standing 

association of Manabí with inter and intra-family violence. This chapter will help 

elucidate the relationship between family violence and historically particular social, 

economic and political conditions, a primary objective of my dissertation. In this chapter, 

I draw from oral histories, archival research, and secondary historical research about 

Manabí and the identity of the montubios (rural inhabitants of coastal Ecuador).  Chapter 

Six (Power and Violence Adentro: Life Histories of Domestic Suffering) builds upon 

Chapter Four by providing in-depth analysis of the dimensions of violence that infuse the 

everyday lives of Las Colinas families. I utilize a number of life histories to demonstrate 

the interconnections between different forms of violence, such as inter-family violence, 

domestic violence, suicide, neglect, and structural violence. The analysis in this chapter 

incorporates historical perspectives in order to denaturalize violence and highlight the 

mediating mechanisms through which violence is produced over time. In this chapter, I 

introduce the ways that men and women differentially navigate between moral, political, 

and legal identities when understanding their rights as Ecuadorian and global citizens.
 
In 

discussing how this has changed in the last eight years, this chapter builds upon the 

discussion of NGO involvement and community development introduced in Chapter 

Three and elaborated in Chapter Seven, and it sets the stage for a more in-depth 

discussion of human rights, belonging, and citizenship to be addressed in Chapter Eight. 

Chapter Seven (NGOs, Development, And The State: A Transnational Political Economy 

of Intimacy) engages critiques of development, humanitarianism, and universal human 
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rights discourse when discussing the ways in which Las Colinas communities have been 

and are being developed, and how they have been integrated into national and global 

markets. I discuss the ways that NGOs and the State have sponsored community-based 

development in Las Colinas, and situate these examples within the transnational context 

of the globalization of aid and human rights. Furthermore, this chapter elaborates how 

intimacies in the region are being reconfigured in tandem with changing relationships 

between the state, NGOs and the communities. Chapter Eight (Human Rights, 

Subjectivities, and Social Change) adopts a longitudinal perspective to help us more 

effectively examine the complicated process by which men and women learn about their 

rights, undergo shifts in identity, and how this influences family relations over time. 

Building on the discussion in the Introduction, I also demonstrate how human rights 

discourse both derives from and produces particular ideas of self that are often in conflict 

with women’s locally-defined identities. This chapter also discusses the broader political 

implications of defining citizenship, and the tensions that arise between claims to rights 

as national versus global citizens (both on paper and in practice). Chapter Nine (The 

Conclusion) attempts to reweave major themes together, and revisits the central 

contradictions that I highlight in Chapter One. I also explore  ark Goodale’s (2009b) 

proposal of “a well-tempered human rights” and its conceptual potential as a way of 

navigating the impasse through which certain forms of violence are made visible, and 

others obscured within the human rights framework. The dissertation ends with final 

reflections about scholar-activism, and the methodological and ethical challenges 

associated with research on gender, violence, and intimacy.   
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CHAPTER TWO: BEHOLDING VIOLENCE 

When I first learned about the high levels of routinized intimate partner violence 

in Las Colinas, I turned to scholars in various disciplines to try to make sense of it, but 

their caricatures of the men and women, the consistent application of a victim-oppressor 

dichotomy, and the romanticized portrayals of resistance continually disappointed me. 

This chapter is entitled Beholding Violence because it highlights the challenges of 

rendering violence visible when studying it, the ways that violence changes form in the 

process and the effects it has on the beholder. I discuss the challenges and pitfalls – for 

both scholars and victims – of naming, defining, seeing, representing and making sense 

of violence, or failing to.  

The stories and the analysis that I share throughout this dissertation inevitably 

arise out of my multiple personal and professional commitments in this region, as I have 

been working there in different capacities since the year 2000. While I had hoped to wrest 

this narrative free from navel-gazing reflexivity, denial of my emotional proximity to 

these stories would strip this dissertation of its honesty. It would also buffer this work 

from one of the most powerful effects of violence: that it challenges any attempt to make 

meaning or create order (Green 1999; Sider and Smith 1997b). Conducting fieldwork and 

writing about violence and intimacy raised contradictory challenges at different stages. 

During fieldwork I often felt I should assume more analytical distance, but writing from 

afar often felt like a cop-out. In the end, I hope I have utilized these tensions in the most 

productive way possible – by providing glimpses of analytical and theoretical insight into 
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necessarily messy and entangled stories of intimacy, sexuality, violence and 

development.  

Studying Violence-Against-Women 

In 1994, Henrietta Moore proclaimed that the concept of violence in the social 

sciences was remarkably undertheorized (Moore 1994). Almost twenty years later, social 

scientists of various camps have theorized violence much more extensively, attending not 

only to its multiple dimensions, but also its effects on the everyday experiences of its 

victims. International women’s rights movements have successfully drawn researchers’ 

attention to violence-against-women, giving rise to wide-ranging scholarship, diverse 

analytical models, and a long list of social, cultural, economic, and political factors that 

contribute to gender violence. It has proven difficult, however, to build an integrated 

framework to analyze and address gender-based violence in a multidisciplinary manner. 

Many analyses remain trapped in unidisciplinary definitions or conceptualizations of 

violence, and operational frameworks for addressing violence have followed suit (Moser 

2001). Despite recognized associations between class, inequality and violence, 

individualist and culturalist explanations still prevail over social and structural analyses, 

while gender takes primacy as the most common analytical frame.  

In this section, I briefly summarize this scholarship in order to contextualize my 

own approach to gender violence. Throughout this dissertation, I use a synthetic, social 

structural analysis (similar to the ecological framework) that combines ideas of patriarchy 

and capitalism as interacting systems of social differentiation that set the context for 

violence in Las Colinas, Ecuador. It is my aim to remain attendant to feminist approaches 
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and the central significance of gender to understanding intimate partner violence. I also 

pay particular attention to the use of culture (and its corollary manifestation, machismo) 

as an explanatory device that has served to obscure the racial, class, and political-

economic dimensions of both the production of violence and efforts to prevent it. I 

demonstrate how narrow understandings of culture that underlie both research and 

interventions, especially those backed by human rights campaigns, can create 

irreconcilable contradictions in the lives of men and women because they do not 

adequately attend to material dimensions. In not doing so, they contribute to the 

reproduction of violence,  even if violence may take distinct form (for example, a woman 

can escape IPV, only to face economic violence in the form of workplace discrimination).  

Gender Violence in Global Perspective 

 Gender violence is a significant human rights and public health issue around the 

globe (Garcia-Moreno, et al. 2006; Heise 1994; Kornblit 1994; Merry 2009). However, 

despite increases in its visibility, activism about gender violence has not led to significant 

reductions in incidence (Merry 2009). This dissertation seeks to explore this conundrum 

in the particular context of rural Ecuador. The heightened visibility of gender violence 

worldwide is due in large part to international agreements forged at conferences during 

the 1990s, most notably the Fourth World Conference of Women in Beijing in 1995. 

These conferences encouraged both the development of preventative interventions as well 

as increased research into the prevalence of violence against women, especially in the 

form of physical violence. International research has since provided shocking evidence of 

the high prevalence of intimate partner violence worldwide, but it has also been marred 



59 

 

by inconsistencies in research design, methods and operational definitions (Garcia-

Moreno, et al. 2006).  

Violence against women occurs in almost every society, and is almost universal in 

incidence (Brown 1999; Hautzinger 2007; Heise 1997; Merry 2009).
12

 Studies (such as 

this one) tend to examine violence-against-women within the heteronormative family 

because adult women are much more likely to suffer from violence perpetrated by male 

partners (Levinson 1989; Wies and Haldane 2011).
13

 Worldwide, “the most endemic 

form of violence against women is abuse of women by intimate male partners” (Heise 

1994:1166). According to 48 population-based surveys worldwide, 10% to 69% of 

women reported having been physically assaulted by an intimate male partner at some 

time in their lives (Krug, et al. 2002). According to an international report conducted in 

140 countries, between 21 percent and 60 percent of women interviewed had reported 

abuse by male partners from 1986 to 1993 (Neft and Levine 1997). In a review of 

population-based studies from over 35 countries, between 10% and 52% of women 

reported physical abuse by an intimate partner during their lifetimes; in addition, between 

10% and 30% reported sexual violence by an intimate partner (Garcia-Moreno and Heise 

2002; Heise, et al. 1999). The most exhaustive multi-country study conducted by the 

World Health Organization between 2000 and 2003 reports “lifetime prevalence of 

physical or sexual partner violence, or both, from 15% to 71%, with two sites having a 

                                                
12 In an extensive cross-cultural study of family violence by Levinson (1989), no reports of domestic 
violence were found in 16 small-scale pre-industrial societies.  
13 Despite rumors about female to male violence, I have never heard of a single case that was not an act of 

self-defense. In addition, while rumors of male homosexuality often circulate, nobody in Las Colinas self-

identifies as homosexual. Although a limited number of Las Colinas’ families are polyandrous, the great 

majority of intimate partner violence follows a heteronormative model.  
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prevalence of less than 25%, seven between 25% and 50%, and six between 50% and 

75%” (Garcia-Moreno, et al. 2006). For most of these women, physical assault was not a 

random event. The task of social scientists has been to identify the social dynamics that 

place some women at greater risk of violence than others.  

On a global scale, the social, economic and health effects of intimate partner 

violence (IPV) are multiple, and therefore, preventative efforts are of paramount 

importance. Domestic violence “represent s  a significant cause of physical morbidity 

and mortality to women” on a global scale (Fischbach and Herbert 1997:1161; Heise 

1994). Women targeted by violence have higher risks of depression, suicide attempts, 

chronic pain syndromes, psychosomatic disorders, physical injury, gastrointestinal 

disorders, irritable bowel syndrome, and various reproductive health consequences 

(Campbell 2002; Krug, et al. 2002). Health care costs associated with IPV are estimated 

to be $67 billion per year in the United States alone (Miller and Cohen 1993, cited in Lee, 

et al. 2002). Considering the significant impacts of IPV on health and national 

economies, understanding the complex factors underlying IPV is critical to implementing 

prevention and treatment efforts. 

The Problem of Specialization and the Politics of Labeling Violence 

Intimate partner violence has been examined within multiple disciplines and 

movements, including public health, global health, women’s rights, feminism, 

anthropology, human rights and international law. The distinct perspectives adopted by 

each of these movements, and the multiple forms in which violence manifests itself, have 

complicated international efforts to reduce and prevent rates of gender-based violence 
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(Haldane and Wies 2010). The over-specialization of violence research (for example, 

IPV, GBV, HIV/DV, and citizen security approaches) has also led to the development of 

markedly narrow responses, with surprisingly few syntheses (Bethell 2009). In their 

upcoming volume, Wies and Haldane (2011) contend that it is precisely “the highly 

specialized division of labor in our late capitalist era [that  has limited us in addressing” 

gender based violence (10). This division of labor is evident in specialized approaches in 

both academic research (i.e. different disciplinary specializations, such as criminology, 

sociology, and public health) and in practice (i.e. development agencies, NGOs, and 

states). In this dissertation, I endorse the adoption of syncretic approaches that privilege 

phenomenological, biological, and structural considerations in analyses of violence. A 

brief review of the many distinct disciplinary and practice-based approaches to IPV is 

instructive because it highlights the complexity of the problem (and related prevention 

efforts). Furthermore, I argue that the failure to attend to the various complex dimensions 

of violence actually contributes to its reproduction in different forms.  

Within the U.S. context, Madelaine Adelman (2004a) demonstrates the limitations 

and gaps in domestic violence research that have led to and derived from an 

overemphasis on individualism and criminalization due to the predominance of 

perspectives from criminology, sociology, and psychology in domestic violence research. 

In addition, she explains that the plethora of legal research on domestic violence has led 

to the following limitations in our understandings of domestic violence:  

(1) a fixed, a priori definition of domestic violence that is assumed to be universally 

applicable,  

(2) use of narrow, state-based definitions of domestic violence, which cause us to 

ignore local understandings of violence, 
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(3) over-reliance on the problematic Conflict Tactics Scale, which “assumes that 

family violence is a means of managing interpersonal conflict,”
14

  

(4) over-emphasis on “adjudicated offenders and their partners or sheltered victims,” 

leading to possible “oversampling of poor families and people of color,”
15

 and   

(5) “a deviant rather than normative stance toward battering,” perpetuating the idea 

that battering is enacted solely by criminals and not also by respectable citizens
16

 

(Adelman 2004a:49). 

 

Psychological analyses of domestic violence have contributed to its over-

individualization, and biomedical and public health perspectives have similarly 

emphasized individual-level health effects. Early theorists such as Lenore Walker (1979) 

described domestic violence as a “serious social disorder” to mitigate the individualizing 

tendency of emerging research ( 3). Despite these intentions, Walker’s work (with its 

references to “learned helplessness,” the “cycle of violence,” and “battered woman’s 

syndrome”) was instead used to “pathologize individual battered women”  and “forge an 

idealized victim profile” (Adelman 2004a:49). Other recent trends in domestic violence 

research have served to medicalize and naturalize (or biologize) male deviancy by 

emphasizing the role of mental illness and/or evolutionary genetics marking males as 

naturally jealous and aggressive (Adelman 2004b).  

In all, the effects of such trends (whether in the U.S. or globally) is “to remove 

from the analysis any overarching critique of culture, politics, and the economy, focusing 

instead on abstracted, isolated or decontextualized data” (Adelman 2004a:49). However, 

wife battering limits women’s freedom and reinforces gender inequality and women’s 

                                                
14 CTS data claim violence is mutual and symmetrical, excluding context, intent and outcomes (Johnson, 

1998). 
15 These are populations disproportionately criminalized by a combination of biased justice systems and 

under-resourced communities (Websdale, 2001). Commonly excluded from research are those who either 

reject state- based legal interventions or are denied access to them (Adelman 2004). 
16 This stance also reinforces “the deviance of certain groups associated with violence and crime and the 

individual nature of battering” (Adelman 2004:49). 
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economic dependency, thereby imposing serious structural limitations on women’s 

opportunities (Jelin 1997). Due to the pervasiveness and the unequally gendered effects 

of family violence, simply being a woman becomes a risk factor in many contexts 

(Carrillo 1997; Garcia-Moreno 1998). This creates a dangerous mutually-reinforcing 

dynamic, as domestic violence further exacerbates social, political, economic and gender 

inequality. Evidently, family violence is not random, and must be understood and 

addressed as a systemic, structural problem. For this reason, I endorse Adelman (2004) 

and Alcalde’s (2010) calls for “extended cultural-historical treatments” which 

demonstrate how “those abstracted data or local contexts were constructed over time” in 

order to “locate battering within the mutually constitutive arenas of political economy 

and family ideology” (50).  

Beyond the disciplinary specializations of the scholarship on domestic violence, 

the way people have labeled violence also has important implications. Conceptualizations 

and definitions of family violence have been riddled with inconsistencies since the 

beginning (Poon 1993). The most frequent terms used to describe family violence 

between partners include intimate partner violence, spousal abuse, marital violence, 

family violence, domestic violence, mutual combat, wife abuse, wife battering, and wife 

beating (Brown 1999; Poon 1993). However, many of these terms are criticized for not 

specifying the direction of the abuse, thereby concealing the greater likelihood of female 

victimization and obscuring male dominance (Poon 1993). Family violence and domestic 

violence have often been used indiscriminately to refer to wife beating, although they 

could refer to child punishment, husband beating, and sibling violence. Intimate partner 
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violence (IPV) is now commonly used instead of domestic or family violence because it 

specifies violence enacted between intimate partners, whether married or formally 

cohabiting. However, the politics of knowledge production that underlies violence-

against-women (VAW) and family violence (FV) definitions is markedly distinct. As 

Adelman notes,  

Domestic violence studies are split between perspectives known as violence 

against women (VAW) and family violence (FV) (Dobash and Dobash 1992). 

VAW places woman battering on a gendered continuum of violence that includes 

sexual harassment and rape. In contrast, FV links domestic violence with child 

abuse and neglect, elder abuse and neglect. 

 

As such, violence against women and similar terms tend to examine violence 

from a feminist perspective, prioritizing gender inequality in its analysis. Family 

violence, on the other hand, can emphasize multiple axes of difference, but sometimes 

entirely de-links violence-against-women from structures of inequality.  

One of the most commonly circulated definitions today is that of the World 

Health Organization (2002), in which “intimate partner violence refers to any behaviour 

within an intimate relationship that causes physical, psychological or sexual harm to 

those in the relationship” (Krug, et al. 2002:89). Although this definition excludes 

explicitly structural forms of discrimination, it accounts for the direction of abuse while 

acknowledging the multidimensional effects of violence in its diverse manifestations and 

the way violence can reinforce broader social inequalities. According to the United 

Nations High Commission for Human Rights, violence against women is  

any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 

sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 

acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or 

private life, and including domestic violence, crimes committed in the name of 
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honour, crimes committed in the name of passion, trafficking in women and girls, 

traditional practices harmful to women, including female genital mutilation, early 

and forced marriages, female infanticide, dowry-related violence and deaths, acid 

attacks and violence related to commercial sexual exploitation as well as 

economic exploitation (United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 

1993). 

This definition acknowledges diverse forms of violence that occur in multiple contexts 

(including the home, the community, the nation-state, and the global system), yet – as a 

rights-based definition – it disallows culturally-specific conceptualizations of violence 

and leaves out any reference to systematic or structural disempowerment.  

Anthropologists have concerned themselves with discovering terminology that 

does not essentialize, abstract, or predetermine the experience of violence. Thus, they 

find many cross-cultural definitions problematic as experiences vary greatly between 

cultures (Moreno 1999). To understand violence, we must place it within the social and 

cultural context that gives it meaning, thereby problematizing universal meanings and 

conceptions of violence (Alcalde 2010; Merry 2009).   

In this dissertation, I use intimate partner violence instead of domestic violence 

when referring to violence between partners because of its emphasis on the intimacy of 

the relationship in which violence occurs. Another conceptual distinction relevant to this 

dissertation is wife beating, which is culturally accepted or legitimized, versus wife 

battering; which is extraordinary and marks perpetrators as deviant and abnormal (Brown 

1999). For example, I later demonstrate how certain instances and forms of wife beating 

(legitimized) in Las Colinas have recently become defined as wife battering 

(extraordinary).  More broadly, I also use the terms gender violence and gender-based 

violence to designate violence perpetrated towards an individual or population based on 
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gender identity or expression (Wies and Haldane 2010). In other words, gender violence 

is “violence whose meaning depends on the gendered identities of the parties” and in 

which “the meaning of the violence depends on the gendered relationship in which it is 

embedded” (Merry 2009:3). As I discuss in Chapter Six, I understand violence to be 

multidimensional (physical, psychological, social, economic, sexual, and structural), yet I 

focus specifically on the ways that violence (in any of these forms or expressions) 

comprise “assaults on personhood, dignity, and the sense of worth and value of a person” 

(Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004a).  While the focus of this dissertation is on the 

intimate context of violence (within heteronormative families in Las Colinas), it also 

embeds intimate partner violence in larger social, national, international, and 

transnational structures and processes.  

Explanatory Models of Family Violence 

The Primacy of Gender Inequality 

According to Martin Schwartz (2005), the most important thing we have learned 

about violence against women over the past 20 years is "that violence is gendered and 

learned and can only be understood in the context of gender inequality” (7). However, as 

I will demonstrate, a few scholars, hailing from public health, sociology and 

anthropology, are challenging the primacy of gender as an explanatory model and are 

instead attempting to highlight structural inequalities that shape experiences of intimate 

partner violence in diverse communities (Adelman 2004a; Bent-Goodley 2005; Sokoloff 

and Dupont 2005). They argue for “the need to examine how other forms of inequality 

and oppression, such as racism, ethnocentrism, class privilege, and heterosexism, 



67 

 

intersect with gender oppression” (Sokoloff and Dupont 2005:39). One of the major 

reasons, they argue, is because intimate partner violence often tends to be but one form of 

violence experienced by marginalized battered women (for example, others might include 

lack of institutional support, economic violence, and psychological violence).  

The majority of scholarly literature on domestic violence from the fields of 

psychology and feminism has argued for the use of four major theoretical frameworks: 

social learning theory, feminist theory, resource theory, and exchange theory, the 

majority of which address individual and interpersonal factors from psychological and 

feminist orientations.
17

 Studies of domestic violence among U.S. immigrants and in 

developing countries also focus on cultural beliefs about gender roles, rather than 

elucidating the unique structural constraints that immigrants face.
18

  

The range of explanatory models of family violence reveals the complexity of 

causal forces that have been associated with family violence. Many studies contend that 

experiences of IPV vary by context, and especially by race and ethnicity. Generally, risk 

factors
19

 are divided into individual, community/contextual/structural, and ‘cultural’ 

                                                
17 Certain theories of family violence based on societal explanations prevail, including resource or status 

inconsistency theory, exchange theory, social learning theory, and feminist theory. According to resource 

theory, a person that does not have other resources at their disposal is more likely to employ violence to 

secure their power, thus drawing links between poverty and wife battering (Campbell 1999). As a variant to 

resource theory, status inconsistency theory suggests that an individual will more likely resort to violence 

when his power or status is compromised, or status norms within the family or society are undefined and 

changing (Levinson 1989). The exchange theory proposes that family members will use violence if 

“benefits outweigh the costs” (Brown 1999:276). In contexts characterized by isolation and privacy, 

minimal social control and sanctions, or demonstrative sexual inequality, a family member can act violently 

without cost.  
18 For example, Shetty and Kaguyutan (2002) assert that, “despite their diversity, immigrant communities 
have one thing in common with each other and with the U.S. societies: the patriarchal social order 

supporting violence against women,” demonstrating the political and strategic dimensions of uniting behind 

a common front. 
19 Much evidence demonstrates that female alliances can serve to reduce male to female violence (Brown 

1999; Brown, Campbell, and Counts 1999; Levinson 1989). Another predictive correlate of societies with 
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factors in many of these studies. According to Lee, Thompson, and Mechanic (2002), for 

example, contextual factors include, “potential for retaliation by the abuser, available 

economic resources, potential for child abuse, personal emotional strengths, and 

perception of available social support” (532). On the other hand, cultural factors are 

identified as different norms “regarding intimate partner roles, the acceptability of IPV, 

the important of the family as an intact unit, and the appropriateness of seeking 

community services” (532).  

One of the most useful syncretic approaches to domestic violence is ecological 

theory (or systems theory) best known for its application to domestic violence by Lori 

Heise (1998). Ecological theory emphasizes interrelationships at individual, family, 

community, societal, national, and global levels, and it “conceptualizes violence as a 

multifaceted phenomenon grounded in an interplay among personal, situational, and 

sociocultural factors” (Hautzinger 2007; Heise 1998; Levinson 1989). Within this 

framework, the six identified principal causes of family violence include “stress (stressful 

life events), intrafamily conflict, male dominance in the family and society, cultural 

norms permitting family violence, family socialization for violence, and the 

pervasiveness of violence in the society” (Campbell 1999:27 ).  

The premise underlying the feminist explanatory theory is that “wife battering is 

allowed and encouraged by patriarchal societal organizations that mandate women’s 

dominance by men, by force if necessary” (Campbell 1999:266). For this dissertation, I 

                                                                                                                                            
high prevalence of violence against women was the “presence of a masculine ideal that emphasized 

dominance, toughness or male honor” (Heise 1997).  
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utilize Hautzinger’s interpretation of feminist theory which “may be understood as the 

rejection of inequality between men and women as natural, in favor of seeing male 

dominance as a product of historical and sociocultural processes that produce and sustain 

patriarchy” (Hautzinger 2007:44). Wife battering constitutes one form of violence against 

women, though all are measures to maintain male domination of women. From a feminist 

point of view, dominant socialized views communicate that women are male property 

and they are thus subject to male control. Likelihood of wife battering is highest in 

situations where male dominance is challenged, and when male sexual jealousy is 

invoked.  

 Cross-cultural research has helped identify a series of additional risk factors, 

believed to be predictive of wife beating (Counts et. al 1999). According to Levinson 

(1989), four characteristics of societies exhibiting strong associations with violence 

against women include economic inequality, where women control few economic 

resources compared to men; the general use of physical violence to resolve conflict; a 

high degree of male authority with respect to decision-making in the home; and the lack 

of access to divorce for women (DeWalt 2004:3). Others factors include “aspects of 

womanhood, the relationship of men to men and women to women, the isolation of 

wives, and sanctions and sanctuary,” the latter of which are most determinant (Brown 

1999:13).
 20

  

                                                
20 The application of sanctions and availability of sanctuary in a given society are strongly implicated in the 
prevalence of male to female aggression. Effective sanctuary is consistently accessible and provides both 

“the guarantee of safety to the woman,” as well as “the possibility of prolonged support” (Brown 1999:16). 

Sanctuary can be provided in multiple ways, by neighbors, family, community leaders, or by specialized 

shelters (Brown 1999). Similarly, societies enforce sanctions that may be positive or negative as well as 

formal, such as legal punishment, or informal, such as displays of community disapproval or gossip. Where 
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The association between women’s status and wife beating is indirect and 

complex. In fact, violence against women is often most intense in settings where 

women’s status is changing, or contested, as in Las Colinas (Campbell 1999; Schuler 

1998). Sanctions (informal or formal punishment) and sanctuary (protective refuge for a 

woman) are associated with female power, thereby challenging the notion of a purely 

patriarchal society (Campbell 1999).  Also, evidence demonstrates that female alliances 

can serve to reduce male to female violence (Brown 1999; Levinson 1989). However, 

women do not only serve as peacemakers; some exacerbate abusive treatment. Elder 

women and mothers-in-law may hold antagonistic relationships with their daughters or 

daughters-in-law and thereby perpetuate patriarchal power. Among males, evidence 

confirms that cross-culturally, men often beat their wives to position themselves better 

among male peers (Brown 1999). According to Sanday (1981) and Counts (1999), 

another predictive correlate of societies with high prevalence of violence against women 

was the “presence of a masculine ideal that emphasized dominance, toughness or male 

honor” (Heise 1997:427). The degree of psychological and physical isolation imposed on 

women comprises another critical factor for violence. Each of these factors is relevant to 

women’s experiences of violence in Las Colinas, as discussed in greater detail in Chapter 

Six.  

                                                                                                                                            
sanctions are clearly delineated and strongly enforced, the incidence of wife beating is diminished. Lastly, 

women’s resistance and capacity for retaliation constitute another deterrent to wife beating. Modes of 
resistance include actions such as physical retaliation with a weapon, abandoning one’s husband, publicly 

shaming abusive husbands, invoking supernatural revenge, flaunting extramarital relationships or even 

neglecting one’s customary household duties (Brown 1999). Unfortunately, apart from studies that examine 

women’s abandonment of her family, studies have failed to interrogate women’s variegated forms of 

resistance because they have been overly concerned with depicting female victimhood.   
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Examining Culture and Domestic Violence 

Despite being cross-culturally pervasive, intimate partner violence (IPV) is often 

ascribed to problems of culture (and related notions of ‘machismo’) with no discussion of 

how such cultures of violence are produced (Adelman 2004a:134). The concept of culture 

enjoys wide public acclaim, and its popularity in both public and scholarly discourse is 

unmistakable in the domestic violence research literature. Whereas most research from 

the 1970s through the 1990s focused on white women in the United States, more recent 

studies have been devoted to intimate partner violence in international contexts, 

developing countries, and among immigrant groups in the United States.
21

  

In this dissertation, I pay attention to how culture as a concept is deployed in both 

popular and scholarly literature on intimate partner violence (specifically in Ecuador, 

when possible), and the particular effects it has on shaping the kinds of interventions and 

discourses that have reached Las Colinas.  In a review of public health literature on 

domestic violence worldwide, I found that references to culture tend to switch between 

treating culture as a negative force (for example, culture is treated as barrier or as risk 

factor for IPV) and romanticizing traditional culture by emphasizing the resources and 

healing potential of culture (Santiago-Irizzary 1996). The trend “to routinely attribute 

positive, negative, or neutral health outcomes in ethnic minorities to traditional culture 

acting as a source of dysfunction or as a therapeutic panacea” is not unique to research on 

IPV, but is becoming common in all recent health research (Hunt 2005:617; Santiago-

                                                
21 With increased immigration and growing recognition of the unique needs of immigrant groups during 

this multicultural moment, scholars of intimate partner violence (IPV) are paying closer attention to 

“cultural risk factors”. 
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Irizzary 1996).
22

 Most studies in the past have attributed violence to culture, and have 

therefore treated it as a negative force. For example, according to the culture/subculture 

of violence theory, family violence is more likely to occur in societies with norms and 

values that place greater emphasis on the use of physical violence to resolve conflict 

(Levinson 1989). Social learning theory, based in psychosocial research, emphasizes that 

aggression is learned, rather than inherent. Violent behavior is transmitted, usually 

intergenerationally, because it is modeled and socially legitimized (Levinson 1989).  

“Latin Culture”: Machismo and Marianismo 

While most studies of family violence have privileged explanations of gender 

inequality, culture-based explanations of gender inequality have taken precedence in the 

literature on IPV in developing countries and among immigrants. When discussing IPV 

among Latinos, attachment to family units and women’s adherence to submissive gender 

roles are two commonplace, recurring themes (Harris, et al. 2005).
23

 Similarly, Adames 

and Campbell (2005) contend that, “machismo and male domination are pervasive 

components of the social fabric of Latino culture that are perpetuated from generation to 

generation” (13 2). This emphasis on intergenerational transmission illuminates the ways 

                                                
22 This trend has become quite evident in the emergence of “cultural competency” approaches to IPV and 

other health issues. While there are advantages to attending to cultural dimensions of health, illness, and 

violence, we must be wary of the ways that cultural-competence foregrounds and essentially psychologizes 

culture while obscuring its structural dimensions. As I discuss, these practices can lead to “the 

systematization of ethnic behavior as an array of psychologized symptoms” which is evident in the ways 
that “machismo” and “battered women” appear in much of the popular literature in Ecuador (Vilma 

Santiago-Irizarry 1996:3). 
23 As Moracco et. al. (2005) describe, “Traditional gender-role expectations of male dominance, the value 

of family privacy, and the centrality of family unity are cultural factors that affect Latinas who are 

battered” (339). 
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that culture is viewed as self-perpetuating (and it is highly reminiscent of culture-as-

poverty arguments).
24

  

Also, a number of researchers consistently make reference to machismo and 

marianismo as explanatory concepts, though these concepts have long been scrutinized 

and problematized within the anthropological literature (Harris, et al. 2005; Mattson and 

Ruiz 2005; Shetty and Kaguyutan 2002). Other studies build from the premise of 

machismo and thus contend that violence is a common way of dealing with conflict in 

Latino culture (Mattson and Ruiz 2005).
25

 The concept of machismo has been employed 

uncritically in popular discourse to signify this powerful assemblage of “ideal” masculine 

traits. Contrary to the reified characterization of machismo, “there is no singular notion of 

macho masculinity, but a cluster of elements which may be contradictory or oppositional 

according to context” (Cornwall & Lindisfarne 199 :13). This clusters of characteristics 

are by no means wholly representative of Latin American femininity or masculinity, nor 

do they universally apply (Alonso 1995; Gutmann 2003; Lancaster 1992). 

Culture and Curious Silences: Lessons from Anthropology 

                                                
24 A great majority of the literature on IPV emphasizes the intergenerational transmission of IPV, as it 

identifies childhood experiences of violence as a significant predictor of adult violent behavior, especially 

towards an intimate partner (Mattson and Ruiz 2005; Pierce 2005; Schwartz 2005).  The predominance of 

social learning explanatory models is evident. The social reproduction of violence occurs when “these 

gender dynamics are socially learned in a patriarchal environment that promotes power differentials among 

immigrant Latinos, as inculcated throughout their childhood in their country of origin and encouraged in 

the United States by the continued support of these practices” (Adames and Campbell 2005:: 1361). In 

these cases, references to culture may not be explicit, but due to the emphasis on social reproduction and 
intergenerational transmission, these studies still conjure ideas of self-perpetuating bundles of cultural 

traits.  
25 For example,  attson and Ruiz (2005) reveal that, “societies that emphasize rigid sex role differentiation 

are rooted in patriarchal systems, have values that objectify women, and are believed to produce a familial 

context that is ripe for spousal abuse” (52 ). 
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Since the advent of postmodernism, the concept of culture has gained much 

currency, both in and outside its home field of anthropology. The use of culture as a 

conceptual tool within anthropology has shed much light on the heterogeneity of 

livelihoods, behaviors, and systems of meanings at global, national, and regional levels. 

Questions regarding definitions of culture are still significant to the anthropological 

endeavor, even nearly sixty years after Kroeber and Kluckholm (1952) set out to 

delineate a precise definition. However, due to the innumerable uses of culture in both 

public and academic discourse, many anthropologists have advocated discarding the term 

altogether (Fox and King 2002). They inquire whether or not the concept of culture 

retains any utility as it has appropriated countless meaning, become a catch-all category, 

and often serves to obscure other crucial aspects of analysis (Dombrowski 2001; Fox and 

King 2002; McFarlane, et al. 2004).  

Recent reflections on the culture concept within anthropology help us interrogate 

the silences that accompany the use of culture as explanation in our understandings of 

violence. Many anthropologists have argued against the reification of culture because this 

gives it object-like connotations that place it on par with other disciplines’ objects of 

study, such as economy or personality (Taylor 2003; Trouillot 2002; Wolf 1999). Culture 

has become understood as self-perpetuating, as if driven by an innate force and existing 

above and beyond material reality (Wolf 1999). The concept of culture has protected 

anthropology from engagement with questions of power. Conceiving of it as a self-

generating and distinct “mental apparatus of norms and rules for behavior,” 

anthropologists have mostly ignored the ways in which power is created, maintained, 
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transformed, and destroyed, and the ways power affects the construction of culture (Wolf 

1999:19). As Nina-Glick Schiller (1992) warns, “while we draw upon the explanatory 

value of culture it can be used to obscure relations of domination because it is used to 

frame the experience of certain populations in ways that contribute to the reproduction of 

their status, particular in the health field, as ‘dangerous others’” (18). Ecuadorians often 

talk about cultures of violence as if they were inherent to different ethnic (or regional) 

groups, focusing on their intergenerational transmission and conjuring ideas of culture as 

self-perpetuating without detailing how this transmission occurs. 

Structural Considerations: Culture, Poverty, Inequality, Race, and Ethnicity 

As we have seen, the public health literature on domestic violence among 

minority groups in the United States often attributes violence to culture, or related ideas 

like machismo. Instead, we must “reject simplistic analyses of the role of culture in 

domestic violence” and interrogate how this ‘culture of violence’ was produced 

historically, how it varies between different contexts (there is not for example, a Hispanic 

culture of machismo and violence), and how ‘culture’ intersects with race, ethnicity, 

poverty, and other structural considerations (Adelman 2004a:64; Sokoloff and Dupont 

2005).
26

 Analyses of class with regard to experiences of IPV are by far the least 

                                                
26 In addition, use of cultural explanations in health research often varies according to the ethnic groups 

discussed. As Linda Hunt (2005b) claims, “Culture” has recently emerged in health literature as a common 

default explanation [to describe racial ethnic variation], especially in research on certain groups, such as 
Mexican Americans, who are popularly thought to be particularly culture-driven.” (617). In some ways, 

cultural explanations of violence today serve the same functions of earlier individual-based psychological 

explanations (such as the Battered Woman Syndrome), which by focusing solely on the perpetrator and 

victims, and thereby similarly obscured the structural dimensions of interpersonal violence (Adelman 

2004b; Sokoloff and Dupont 2005).   
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developed, in comparison to race and gender.
27

 Recent studies have made great headway, 

however, by including structural factors in their analyses.
28

 While Bent-Goodley (2005) 

has rightly suggested extending the concept of culture to include other factors, such as 

ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and class, others have advocated more far-reaching 

approaches, such as Sokoloff and Dupont’s (2005) proposal to adopt intersectional and 

structural approaches to challenge the traditional feminist framework of domestic 

violence.  

Theory and Activism: Latin American Feminism, the Women’s Movement, and 
Gender Violence 

Understandings of intimate partner violence and culture have also been shaped by 

articulations between women’s movements and feminism. Traditional feminist 

approaches to domestic violence tended to emphasize the commonality of all battered 

women’s experiences in order to develop a strong, united front against gender inequality 

and violence against women (Sokoloff and Dupont 2005).  Feminist theory has struggled 

with the need to strategically adopt a platform of collective strength and commonality, 

while simultaneously acknowledging women’s differences. In particular, this tension has 

emerged in feminist ethnographic attempts to depict or narrate from a “woman’s point of 

                                                
27 Linda Hunt (2005) similarly notes that the current fascination with cultural explanations have misguided 

health researchers away from sufficiently considering the effects of class. 
28 For example, in her exploration of the links between culture and domestic violence, Bent-Goodley (2005) 

takes care to differentiate between causal factors of culture and effects of institutionalized discrimination, 

such as lack of access to linguistic services, geographic inaccessibility, transportation difficulties, and 
poverty. Many of the studies also note that Latinos suffer disproportionately from poverty and have lower 

levels of educational attainment than non-Latinos, but this fact often remains obscured in the final 

discussions (Moracco, et al. 2005). Other studies draw attention solely to the perceived impact of 

contextual factors such as alcohol, substance abuse, housing problems, racism and discrimination, in the 

prevalence of IPV, without actually incorporating these factors into the analysis (Moracco, et al. 2005).   
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view,” resting on the assumption that a woman’s gender was most central to her being 

(Visweswaran 1997).
29

  

Within the varied feminist scholarship (including the IPV literature), the concept 

of gender has been foregrounded as a central aspect of woman’s existence, even if 

understandings of gender varied considerably between the different ‘waves’ of 

feminism.
30

 More recently, however, research has demonstrated the importance of 

recognizing how race and class also articulate with gender in producing particular 

experiences of violence, and studies have begun capturing multicultural experiences of 

violence and culturally-competent responses to it.  any have argued for “incorporat ing  

the views of women of color” and emphasizing the “individual lived experiences of 

diverse battered women” (Adames and Campbell 2005; Lee, et al. 2002:530; Sokoloff 

and Dupont 2005:38). However, as Santiago-Irizzary (1996) warns, we must be wary of 

this turn towards multiculturalism because with it, “domains of practice are opened up for 

the token insertion of ethnicity to reposition ethnic subjects within social, political, and 

economic structures of entitlement” (18). This notion becomes particularly relevant in 

                                                
29 In anthropologists’ effort to challenge universalizing tendencies, gender became recognized as socially 

and culturally constructed, and located in symbolic practice. Associations between men and the public 

realm and women and the private, domestic sphere were challenged by anthropologists as essentialist 

(Cornwall and Lindisfarne 1994). Attention was drawn towards idioms of gender, in recognition that 

“gender symbolism was complex, its values contextual, its cultural purpose frequently not about the 

activities of men and women at all” (Harvey and Gow 199 :8). However, anthropologists’ emphasis on 

particularism and difference often frustrated feminist efforts to mobilize women collectively around a 

shared problem; therefore, it was considered for a time that anthropology was no longer aligned with 

feminist political agendas that sought to trace out male domination and change them. 
30 According to Visweswaran (1997), the three most distinctive periods of feminism were (1) The 
Progressive Era (1880-1920), marking the shift from Victorian to modern feminism, (2) 1920-1960, a 

period marked by the decentralizing of the women’s movement and a shift to modernism, (3) 1960-1980, 

the period that marks the beginning of second wave feminism. Third wave feminism spans the 1980s to 

present, and was marked by greater emphasis on issues of class, sexual orientation, and racism within the 

women’s movement.  
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recent Ecuadorian political history, as the 2008 Constitution formally recognizes a 

pluriculturalist state that privileges ethnic groups to the exclusion of un-cultured 

campesinos, such as the people of Las Colinas.  

Scholars in Latin America have raised the topic of violence against women, but 

generally they focus on the organizing of women’s movements, and “rarely look at the 

violence itself” (McClusky 2001:5). The concept of patriarchy is often invoked as a 

primary causal factor of domestic violence, yet the mediating mechanisms through which 

this occurs are left uninterrogated. Even anthropologists studying domestic violence have 

often tended to view it as a “symptom of patriarchy, or as an issue women organize 

around to gain rights, rather than seeing it as a social phenomenon within a specific 

cultural context” (McClusky 2001:5). A recent monograph about domestic violence in 

Peru addresses this assertion head-on by addressing battered women’s lived experiences 

within a broader political, social, and economic context (Alcalde 2010). 

Patriarchy has been used both as a descriptive and explanatory device signifying 

the oppression of women. Though many theorists have advocated interrogating the 

concept of patriarchy (Gottfried 1998), the abstract concept is still invoked routinely in 

the literature on family violence. Patriarchy is construed as an abstract process that does 

not vary with context. Much like the concepts of culture and machismo, patriarchy is 

based largely on a “social reproduction framework,” and is thereby perceived as self-

perpetuating, failing to demonstrate the ways in which class and gender are mutually 

constitutive (Pollert 1996). We must use caution when invoking the concept with 

reference to Latin America because, as Phillips (1990) warns,  
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Patriarchal relations and ideologies are neither consistent nor homogenous 

throughout Latin America, and scholars need to know much more about how 

patriarchy as a process is created and maintained in the Latin American 

countryside. For example, we still understand little about women’s role in 

maintaining patriarchy (in the household and in the community) in which contexts 

(as individuals or in groups) and for what purposes (long- or short-term gain) 

(92). 

 

Although twenty years have passed and recent scholarship has increasingly addressed 

women’s roles in sustaining patriarchy (see Alcalde 2010; Hautzinger 2007; Tinsman 

2002), this statement serves as an important reminder of the need to chart the diversity of 

its manifestations, especially in contexts such as Latin America, where patriarchy has 

become normalized as intrinsic to culture.  

Violence, Visibility, and Activism 

In this next section, I shift gears to discuss the ways that definitions of violence 

have particularly salient implications for conducting research and practicing advocacy. 

The first section of this chapter covered the academic and intellectual approaches to 

“beholding violence.” Now I turn to my own experience and interpretations of violence, 

influenced by these intellectual currents as much as Las Colinas women’s self-

understandings. This selection also introduces methodological challenges that arise when 

researching intimate partner violence and attempting to link theory and activism. It 

addresses the difficulties that arise when a researcher’s advocacy for project collaborators 

and informants is at odds with the protection of research subjects. 

At that time, I was so angry with my wife for embarrassing me in front of the 

community,” admitted a half-drunk Don Kelvin, as we rode into Las Cruces on the 

back of a passenger truck. He remembered me and my colleague from ten years 

ago, when we were involved in workshops in which local women learned about 

their rights, problems of family violence, and how to fight against machismo. “At 
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first I didn’t agree. My neighbors began to spread rumors that my wife was 

becoming a mandona (a woman who calls the shots in the household). They said 

she was sleeping with other men. This made me upset and even violent at times. 

But,” he chuckled, “now I see I have learned. I have learned very much and we are 

all grateful in my family. Now I help cook food at home, and do laundry – heck, I 

even wash all my family’s underwear!” With this image in mind, the truck’s 

passengers erupted in laughter.  

 

Since the early years of my participation in the region, violence has come 

unexpectedly in and out of focus in my work due to shifting perceptions of its legitimacy 

in the eyes of community members. While intimate partner violence has long been 

accepted as a private and generally unremarkable affair, newly circulating discourses of 

human rights and citizenship are prompting people to increasingly question this view. 

Some forms of intimate partner violence are now intentionally labeled violencia 

doméstica and contested as such. For this reason, many Las Cruces inhabitants now hold 

the state accountable for protecting women and children, even though legal and judicial 

resources remain scant. In this section, I discuss the ways that the politicization of 

violence as a violation of women’s rights has rendered certain forms of violence more 

visible and contestable, while obscuring others.  

Anthropologists working on violence must take great care not to mistake the 

invisibility of violence for its absence. As understandings and perceptions of violence 

change, research methodologies and strategies for advocacy have to adapt along with 

them. A key contradiction that complicates both research and activist interventions on 

domestic violence is that naming and de-naturalizing violence not only empowers 
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women, but also places them at risk in new ways.
31

 Simply asking about violence, for 

example, can potentially put women in precarious positions, even as they begin to 

exercise their rights with greater autonomy. In the reflections that follow, I interrogate 

our ethical responsibilities as anthropologists who are committed to long-term advocacy 

while being simultaneously concerned with protecting individual research subjects in the 

short-term. While protection and advocacy (as utilized here) are not necessarily at odds 

with one another, in this case I describe the complex challenges of balancing emic and 

etic perspectives in attempts to ensure both protection and advocacy for one’s research 

participants.   

The Visibility of Violence 

 My first encounter with family violence in Las Cruces was a curious one. When I 

began working in this rural region, my questions about violencia doméstica were met 

with vague responses. From this I surmised that either domestic violence did not exist, or 

nobody would talk about it if it did. However, when asking families about ethnomedicine 

and folk illnesses, I began noticing that the curse of evil eye was often transmitted from 

husband to wife as a result of household arguments. Women reported falling ill from their 

husband’s “ojo de coraje” or “ojo de envidia,” referring to evil eye caused by male anger 

or jealousy. In this context, evil eye is experienced as a combination of flu-like symptoms 

that disappear after administration of ritual interventions (often by the women’s husband) 

involving diagnosis by eggs and cleansing with medicinal plants. After recognizing this 

pattern, I was struck by not only by the indirectness of their references to domestic 

                                                
31Women are not only exposed to a new set of risks, but this status is often made official as they become 

“at-risk research subjects” according to human subject’s protocols.  



82 

 

violence, but also the irony of the husband’s role as healer of familial imbalance.  As a 

result, in my first research plan as a graduate student, I proposed to investigate the 

embodiment of suffering through folk idioms of distress, and what they revealed about 

women’s experiences of gender norms and gender violence (Nichter 1981). As I argued, 

women and men were much more likely to discuss folk illnesses than domestic 

violence.
32

  

However, when I set out to conduct this research, I was surprised. That first 

summer, I attended a workshop on family relations sponsored by a local non-

governmental organization. After the meeting, local men and women asked me to study 

family violence and to teach people about it in the distant communities; they were 

especially concerned that violence impeded community development. Soon after, I saw 

more and more evidence of domestic violence and women began to speak of it more 

openly with me. The next summer, I worked with women (including Don Kelvin’s wife) 

who were training to become community educators about family violence (Friederic 

2004). During this period, I began to discern how women’s rights discourse was shaping 

the way women talked about their suffering (Friederic 2008). Women continued to 

describe their suffering vaguely as “a result of their husband’s machismo,” but some of 

them now named this suffering violencia doméstica. The problem was rendered visible to 

me in a new way not only because of my increased rapport and improved Spanish, but 

                                                
32 For example, Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1991) discuss how symptoms of nervousness that characterize 

nervios, for example, can be construed as bodily idioms for registering protest and for negotiating power 

relations.  
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also because it had been slowly taking shape as a problem through specific educational 

interventions in the region. 

When I set out to do my dissertation research in 2007, I was confident that I had the 

rapport and local understanding to study how differential exposure to human rights 

discourse shaped women’s experiences of intimate partner violence. Yet, as I began to set 

up formal interviews, it felt extremely awkward to demand one to three hours of a 

woman’s time in a private setting with a running tape-recorder for an estudio 

antropológico, especially when she was otherwise accustomed to open, casual 

conversation with me on different terms.
33

 At first, I used a flexible guide to conduct 

loosely-structured interviews, in hopes that I could solicit free-flowing life narratives that 

would capture the ways that violence – in its various forms – shaped women’s lives and 

relationships. As I had previously found, women were quite forthcoming with the fact of 

having been victims of violence. But when responding to open format questions, they 

tended to simplify the stories of their relationships and experiences, forcing me to 

interject questions and break the rhythm of their storytelling. They were now quick to 

report that they suffered from violencia doméstica or they had been maltratada, or 

abused, but I found it very difficult to get at the details and contexts of these experiences.  

At this point, I modified my methodology by adopting a more formal, structured 

approach and incorporating a survey, which I had regarded as too shallow upon first 

consideration. I created a thirty-page interview guide, divided into numerous sections, 

                                                
33 As mentioned earlier, I have worked in the region in many different capacities: as volunteer coordinator, 

health educator, fundraiser, researcher, project coordinator, and advocate.  
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some of which were based on a World Health Organization survey on gender-based 

violence (Ellsberg, et al. 2008; Garcia-Moreno, et al. 2005). I used a clipboard and 

unabashedly placed my recorder in its clip when I began the oral consenting process. 

Surprisingly, women rarely found the presence of a recorder problematic. Though this 

routine was somewhat awkward at first, adopting a more formal approach ultimately 

provided us both the distance we needed. I felt relieved that the women would actually 

understand that I was collecting “data” and I sensed that they felt more comfortable 

fielding numerous questions when the questions and answers were more explicit.  

By utilizing a survey format in tandem with in-depth interviews and life histories, 

I was able to get at the chronological and contextual data that illustrated how the 

perceived legitimacy of violence was in flux.  Many women were not defining as 

“violent” certain episodes that they deemed justified.  inor forms of physical violence 

by intimate partners -- such as light slaps and pushing -- were overlooked. The survey 

was helpful for this reason, as I could access more detailed information about specific 

forms of violence. For example, I asked them about any experiences of violence, and 

later inquired about incidents of “hair pulling,” “unwanted or forced sex,” or “repetitive, 

offensive language or insults” which they might not have considered as violencia 

doméstica.  

As I have demonstrated, I had to adapt to get at changing local definitions of 

domestic violence and female suffering. These changes were brought on by a complex 

interplay of local community politics, transnational human rights discourse, and the 

availability (or lack thereof) of legal and judicial resources for women and families 
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(Friederic 2010).  Part of the reason why domestic violence had not been visible to me 

was precisely because a husband’s use of physical force against his wife was not (and in 

some cases, is still not) deemed to be violent. Ten years ago, almost all forms of violence 

against women were accepted as legitimate. With the increase of educational 

interventions, male-to-female intimate violence has become increasingly unacceptable. 

Currently, if a man beats his wife por gusto, or for the heck of it, this is considered 

violencia doméstica. However, if a man beats her because he thinks she is sleeping 

around, it is thought to be typical and acceptable familial recourse, regardless of whether 

the suspicion is well founded. Due to increasing interventions and national campaigns 

against violence during the last five years, both men and women are beginning to define a 

broader range of actions as violent, and to consider violence against women (in any form) 

as impermissible.  

Advocacies 

Don Kelvin’s succinct description of “shedding his machismo,” as he later put it, 

evokes the difficult process through which gender norms and normative forms of 

violence change over time. Don Kelvin’s wife  aria has always been steadfast in her 

determination to speak out against family violence and encourage the empowerment of 

women vis-à-vis men in her family and community. I accompanied her and three other 

women in their short-lived attempts to hold educational workshops in their own 

communities. They set off to share the lessons they learned during a professional three-

day seminar sponsored by a women’s shelter in Ecuador’s capital city of Quito. Few 

community members were receptive to these workshops; in fact, most men and women 
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responded with resistance. Rumors circulated about the workshop leaders’ promiscuity 

and questions were raised about their professional expertise on the issues. Don Kelvin 

and another husband hastily took over one meeting and redirected the conversation to 

“the violence of denying children an education.”  

As I later learned, two of the four women were beaten by their husbands soon 

after giving these workshops. One woman separated from her husband as a result, only to 

find herself in a harrowing predicament as a single mother with six children, no 

education, and no job. Surprisingly,  aria’s patience with Don Kelvin proved to be 

productive over time; she has reported vast improvements in their relationship in recent 

years. In this particular case, I had not spearheaded the seminars or workshops, but I did 

encourage women in their attempts to enact change, speak out, and make visible the 

violence occurring in most households in the region. By casting light on the problem, 

these interventions helped denaturalize violence over time, but not without cost to many 

of these women and families. I have spoken about the ways that I have had to readapt my 

methodology to continue “seeing” family violence in its multidimensionality. Similarly, I 

have had to frequently retool my strategy and positionality in order to practice the most 

effective – and safest – research and advocacy.  

One day, I was pulled aside by the doctor at the regional health center. She often 

referred patients to speak with me when she witnessed or suspected cases of family 

violence. I was acquainted with the patient, Carla, though not very well, but she agreed to 

talk with me. As I entered the consultation room, I was immediately struck by the 

perfectly long and narrow bruises striped along her upper arm. She asked, “Karin, you 
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didn’t hear what happened to me?  anuel whipped me with a belt last night. He thought 

that my child was misbehaving.” He had done so in plain sight of the community.  

I was completely confused. This woman was a widow, and I was pretty sure she 

was single. Who was Manuel? The Manuel I knew was a community leader and a dear 

friend, with whom I was organizing a community-wide event at the time. Not to mention, 

he had his own family. She continued, “ y child was misbehaving, but that’s what kids 

do. Why did he have to hit me for it? I’m the mother, but I don’t always know what my 

kid is up to. He shouldn’t hit me, anyway. I mean, I’m not his wife, I’m just a cousin.”  

As we continued talking, I learned that Carla was illiterate and extremely poor. 

Without a husband, she sometimes washed clothes for other families, and was rarely able 

to pay rent for her one-room apartment that housed her and her four children. As a 

relative, Manuel often stepped in to help her out financially, and his wife often cooked 

extra food for Carla’s children.  

Angry with Manuel and baffled by this form of extended-family violence, I 

wanted to do everything I could to sort out the situation, and to help Carla. The doctor 

was already drafting a letter documenting the size and shape of the bruise, the suspicion 

of violence, and supposed aggressor, Carla’s husband Manuel (the doctor also assumed 

he was her husband). Carla requested that I help her write an additional police report, 

accompany her to file it in the nearest city, and speak directly with Manuel to tell him off. 

Despite my initial instinct, I grew increasingly hesitant about stepping into the fray. 

Manuel was a friend, project collaborator, and community leader. Assisting Carla and 

essentially taking a public stand against Manuel would not only be personally 
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uncomfortable, but also could put my research and advocacy at risk; I suspected I might 

lose both respect and rapport with the larger community.  

After much reflection, I offered Carla my assistance by helping the doctor draft 

the medical report, showing Carla the way to the police commissary in the nearest town 

(even calling to confirm their office hours), lending her cash for truck fare, and 

encouraging her to file the report in order to let the law handle the situation. I spent the 

next few days hanging out in the community, trying to get a feel for how the community 

was responding to this act of violence. After various families recounted the story to me 

without prompting, it became clear that everyone saw  anuel’s actions as entirely 

justifiable. My confusion thickened. After so much work had been done on the topic of 

violence, the community seemed to legitimize an act of public family violence – even one 

enacted by a distant relative on a woman who was not his wife.  

To my disappointment, Carla never filed the denuncia, claiming that she did not 

have enough money for other travel costs. I felt I could have and should have done more, 

but I also knew I had facilitated her access to justice by reducing the political-economic 

and bureaucratic barriers in her way. A couple of days later, Manuel invited me to dance 

during a birthday party. I told him that I had wanted to talk to him. He burst into laughter 

and said, “of course I know you’ve wanted to talk to me. What took you so long?” He 

then confessed that he had been expecting “Karin’s punishment” for his act of violence, 

he apologized (to me!) for his actions, and promptly grew dismissive, claiming that it was 

wrong but that I had to understand that a man of his stature could not publicly tolerate 

such humiliation. As it turns out, Carla had insulted him by yelling at him and calling him 
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names in the main plaza of the village.  anuel was therefore “obliged” to set the record 

straight and reassert his authority in the public eye. Most of the community felt this made 

perfect sense. They also made it clear that this woman was “ungrateful” and undeserving 

of further assistance from Manuel and his family. Because of his assistance, he seemed to 

have the same right to punish her as would a husband.  

I had openly advocated women’s use of legal services in this region and worked 

alongside families in their struggles against impunity for many years. Despite this, I went 

against my gut instinct and decided not to help her in the most direct way possible. This 

decision was difficult, especially when I learned that Carla never filed the report when 

she had every right to do so. Community members would have disagreed with my 

intervening on Carla’s behalf in this case. However, I was confident that Carla was no 

longer in danger, and I asked her neighbors to report anything suspicious. In fact, I 

eventually recognized that she would be in greater danger if she filed a report. In this 

remote outpost, filing a report in the city would have little impact on her safety, or his 

punishment. Ultimately, I was able to continue collaborating with community leaders, 

women and families on important and diverse initiatives for social justice for years to 

come. This was not the most difficult dilemma I confronted in the field, but I tell this 

particular story because it highlights how deep immersion and an orientation to long-term 

collaboration can complicate efforts to ensure protection and practice advocacy (Friederic 

2010).  These strategic, context-based decisions were crucial, especially in a scenario in 

which a woman’s ability to enact her rights is severely constrained.   
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Advocacy and Social Change 

Through this dilemma, I recognized the importance of re-examining my research 

methodologies and strategies for social action. In this case, I made a decision that I felt 

would have more long-standing benefits, though it made me uncomfortable at the time. 

During fieldwork, I often had to learn to let go, often taking cues from local 

collaborators, and not intervening when I first felt compelled to do so. If I had, I would 

have jeopardized relationships that were important for processes of community-generated 

social change. 

Those of us who consider ourselves activist-anthropologists can be stubbornly 

earnest in our desire to help bring about change. In fact, such attempts – even if 

participatory and grassroots – can be counterproductive for the communities in which we 

work. While anthropologists have spent a lot of time critiquing accounts that posit a 

decisive rupture between past and present, I hope we are similarly careful about over-

ambitiously assuming a break between present and future, as if our activist intentions can 

bring about immediate change.  Rather, the goals we set and expectations we raise should 

take into account the longue durée of social change and certainly not conform to a one-

year fieldwork schedule.
34

  

 I have attempted to map out how changing local conceptions of violence affect 

how we practice research, protection and advocacy in the short and long-term. Whether 

or not we are involved in activist-oriented interventions, we help denaturalize domestic 

violence by naming it and making it visible in our conversations and interviews. 

                                                
34 I acknowledge that in most cases the longue durée is certainly longer than the ten years covered here. 
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However, in doing so, we can inadvertently place our subjects at risk, particularly where 

they are unable to access the legal protections and social support necessary to enact 

change. In designing research and action, it is important to carefully consider the 

dynamic tension between protection and advocacy, and our effect on this tension. For 

example, the use of particular vocabulary (such as domestic violence, beating, or abuse) 

highlights certain forms of violence while masking others. In rural Northwest Ecuador, 

violencia doméstica has become a flashpoint in discussions about gender relations, family 

health, and community development. The Ecuadorian women’s movement and 

international human rights efforts have helped Ecuadorian women recognize their rights. 

While positive in many cases, this focus on violencia doméstica (understood as wife 

beating) has obscured the structural forms of violence that impede women from acting 

upon this right, in much the same way that explanatory models that privilege culture also 

obscure these dimensions in research on domestic violence. As I attempt to show 

throughout this dissertation, the names, the definitions, and the explanatory models used 

in research and interventions have important implications for how violence is seen, acted 

upon, and reshaped. These definitions resound not only in academia or in transnational 

institutions but also in the fields, houses, and village plazas where Ecuador’s most rural 

women must make daily decisions about when, where, and how to confront violence and 

what types of violence are or are not acceptable. With rights recognized, the next steps in 

this struggle are to build upon the openings provided by change, such as those 

experienced by Don Kelvin and his wife Maria, and to provide women and families with 

the judicial and political economic resources to live lives free of violence. 
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A Final Note: Politics of Research and Representation 

The structure of this chapter – shifting from distanced academic accounts of 

violence to the dilemmas of real-world confrontations with violence – mirrors my own 

experience as a gender violence researcher. But there is one final piece of the story: to 

behold violence is to experience, sometimes indirectly, sometimes very personally. In her 

book Trauma and Recovery, Judith Herman (1997) tell us that, “Trauma is contagious. In 

the role of witness to disaster or atrocity, the therapist at times is emotionally 

overwhelmed. She experiences to a lesser degree, the same terror, rage and despair as the 

patient” (1 0). While transcribing my interviews, I realized that I was not able to fully 

emotional engage during many of the interviews themselves; I could not adequately 

accept nor address the depth of suffering and the complexity of violence captured in these 

testimonies. I am not alone in having this kind of reaction. In her book on domestic 

violence in Brazil, Sarah Hautzinger (2007) writes,  

To aide myself in continuing this work, I have dedicated myself to the part of the 

account I find hopeful and have avoided viewing my task as the compiling of one 

nightmarish story after the other. Some of this was not conscious: I often 

repressed actually thinking through, or emotionally ‘processing,’ all I was hearing 

and seeing. More than once I have read back through week-old field notes and 

had no recollection of having recorded the traumas they described (31-32).  

 

This “vicarious traumatization” is often deepened by an additional burden: the 

often-frustrated desire to help. As many anthropologists have learned through fieldwork, 

listening and bearing witness to stories of suffering can become acts of solidarity in and 

of themselves. Though I believed this when I was in the field, I never considered this to 

be enough. Nor did I always take seriously enough the self-care necessary to make this 



93 

 

witnessing effective. The role of anthropologists as “witnessing professionals” and as 

elicitors of suffering-narratives has been discussed in a number of arenas, especially with 

regard to the proliferation of post-violence testimony in human rights work (Binford 

1996; Das 2000; Farmer 2003; Feldman 2004; Howell 2004; McKinney 2007; Schaffer 

and Smith 2004). By framing our role as witnesses of history, anthropologists have also 

taken on an extremely important task, one that is laden with moral and political 

responsibility. As McKinney (2007) describes, the act of listening and capturing 

“testimony” often becomes a healing and a political act. In my interviews and 

conversations with battered women, I always tried to listen, absorb, sympathize, share, 

record, and analyze. I took very seriously the trust and confidence implicit in these acts of 

sharing. In response, I vowed to do something with their stories to mitigate suffering in 

one way or another.   

As I attempted to write about my research, I was overwhelmed by the complexity 

of these stories and my inability to create and believe neat, packaged narratives of 

victimhood. I responded by getting involved in multiple initiatives: helping to get water 

for the village, volunteering at a women’s police station, helping a women’s microcredit 

organization apply for external funding, holding community history events, or supporting 

the development of local community organizations. I fought each of these battles to the 

fullest in part because each was a struggle against my own feelings of futility in the face 

of the suffering I was capturing on a daily basis.  

The end of my fieldwork brought the greatest challenges. Several of my close 

friends died, were killed, or committed suicide. Now I was no longer just a witness of 
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violence. I was a part of the social web torn asunder by it. In the midst of this violence, I 

could do nothing but recognize my own humility. More water or another loan could not 

undo this suffering, and academic theories could not give it meaning. This dissertation 

grows out of these experiences. In it, I attempt to capture the dis-ordering effects of 

violence and the inconsistencies and ellipses in our explanations as its beholders.  
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CHAPTER THREE: LOCATING ADENTRO 

Locating adentro, or the interior spaces that comprise the region of Las Colinas, is 

crucial not only because it is the setting in which these stories play out, but more 

importantly because of the broader implications of the region’s peripheral status in 

relation to the state. Historically, the people of Las Colinas have effectively been denied 

rights as Ecuadorian citizens. However, spurred in part by international human rights 

movements and practices, these citizens can now make claims to new sets of rights.
35

 To 

understand the material dimensions of exclusion and marginalization that characterizes 

the relationship of Las Colinas inhabitants and the Ecuadorian nation-state, I introduce 

and discuss migration and settlement patterns, community development, local 

infrastructure, and land ownership and titling in order to later examine the material and 

ideological barriers that people face when trying to access their rights and become rights-

imbued subjects.  

I also use this chapter to relay ethnographic research context, identify my research 

methodology, and discuss the multiple roles I have occupied during the twenty-two 

months I have spent in Las Colinas since 2001. Due to the depth, duration, and 

complexity of my participation in this region, I describe study methods with a particular 

focus on the ethical and political dimensions of my ethnographic and activist 

involvement. To provide ethnographic context, I try to impart a sense of everyday life in 

Las Colinas by sharing information about the local economy, geography, and political 

                                                
35 While these rights extend beyond purely gender-based rights, these were the most evident during my 

research period and are thus the focus of this dissertation.   
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and social history. Incorporating the influence of historical political economic thinkers 

such as William Roseberry (1989, 2002), this introduction signals a larger goal of this 

dissertation, which is to historically contextualize all ethnographic data.  

The Research Context of Las Colinas 

During my fieldwork, I traveled quite a bit between Quito, Ecuador's capital, and 

Las Cruces, my principal fieldwork site. I rented an apartment in the capital so that I 

could escape from the small community from time to time. Not only did I want to take 

emotional breaks from research on a topic as difficult as domestic violence, but I also 

needed respite from this seemingly serene and remote village in the cloudforest where 

family and community politics, telenovela-like dramas, and medical emergencies 

characterized my daily life. Due to my multiple roles in the community, I was 

continuously embroiled in these dramas. My breaks in Quito helped me withdraw, focus 

on research, communicate more easily with friends and family, or attend to business with 

our non-profit organization, as our office was located in the capital.  

These breaks from fieldwork were necessary; but travel between the two sites was 

also exhausting. The journey entailed an early-morning, curvy and often-treacherous bus 

ride that took between five and six hours, landing me in the small city of Quinindé just in 

time to make a few key purchases of food and supplies and to jump on a ranchera or 

camioneta for a bumpy 60 to 90-minute ride into Las Cruces. From the thin oxygen and 

polluted air at 10,000 feet in Quito, I would descend the Andes and arrive in a bustling, 

dirty, and humid city in Esmeraldas, only to then ascend into the cool wet cloudforest on 

a jam-packed truck. It was both riveting and draining, as was my entire fieldwork 
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experience.   

Despite the weariness that follows any long trip, the ride into Las Cruces yielded 

some of my best research moments. I was often wedged in between people with whom I 

was not well-acquainted, allowing me to dialogue with people and make new friends. I 

would comment on a strange-looking tree or a new plantation on the side of the road, 

provoking people to launch into conversation about the ills or virtues of palma Africana 

(African palm), maracuya (passionfruit), or the familias de afuera (families from the 

outside) who were cutting down the primary forest. At other moments, my male friends 

on the truck would take the opportunity to playfully pester me and other women about the 

dangers of female empowerment. For a sure-fire chuckle from fellow passengers, these 

men would complain about the social confusion caused by “women who wear pants and 

men who wear earrings.” This fundamental illogic, they would imply, is what had the 

world turned upside down these days. Nothing was secure anymore; anything could 

happen.  

As we crested the last hill through one of the last tracts of primary forest, people 

would invariably sigh in relief and express their appreciation of the aire frescito (in 

contrast to the calor de Quinindé) that awaited them in Las Cruces and beyond. At this 

moment, the women would sit up and arrange their hair, and some of the men would sit 

up and unwrinkled their shirts, in preparation for our arrival, when the townspeople and 

truck passengers would stealthily steal glances at one another. Townspeople would 

scrutinize the truck to see which men and (especially) women had been traveling to the 

city, while passengers would scan the town to determine who was diligently washing 
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clothes, open for business, saddling up their horses, or making purchases at the mini-

tiendas that comprised the muddy plaza of Las Cruces. Today, I have come to understand 

that, more often than not, each of these seemingly mundane details serve as  fodder for 

conversation about men and women, and the rights and wrongs that cut across the 

relationships between gender, sex, and violence.  

On an interesting day, one might notice that a woman – known to have been 

acting strangely of late – might be returning from a trip to the city without the 

accompaniment of her children or husband. She might have been visiting a lover. Or 

maybe she went to the Police Commissary to file a report. “Why else would she go to 

town unaccompanied on a Tuesday?” Or, to celebrate the town’s newfound access to 

electricity and lay claim to his little piece of modernity, a family man might be returning 

from Quinindé with a fancy, new appliance riding on the top of the ranchera for all to 

see. It did not matter that the silver washing machine covered in new stickers was bought 

on a high-interest payment plan, nor that the town lacks piped water. His wife “must have 

been pressuring him to get one, as she has always complained about washing clothes.”  

These moments were loaded with judgment, yet they cannot be dismissed as mere small 

town chatter. Rather, they attest to the significant ways that people’s lives are structured 

around ideas of being good men and women, fathers and mothers, and children and 

grandchildren in the eyes of others.   

 I begin with this story to chart out how ideas about gender and sexuality structure 

the daily lives of men and women, and describe the (long and short) journeys that I took 

in order to learn about and become privy to these ideas. Whereas others who arrived with 
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me on the truck would get off in Las Cruces only to mount a horse or mule to go adentro, 

I would simply drag my bags up a hill to the health center, where I lived in an adjoining 

building with other medical staff and volunteers during much of my stay. Although I 

went adentro to the other communities very often, I spent most of my time in Las Cruces 

precisely because this was where the “action” was. In the only densely-populated village 

in the region, with homes surrounding a large plaza filled with small shops and 

comedores, this was where many people from the region assembled (usually during the 

weekend) to sell banana or cacao, purchase basic household goods, recharge their cell 

phones, attend regional meetings, or catch a truck for a ride to the city. This town was 

situated quite literally on the edge, acting as a frontier zone where the remote and 

“traditional” converged and conflicted with the “modern” of the exterior in necessarily 

messy ways.     

Naming Adentro 

In the 1970s and 1980s, newly-arrived colonists in [Las Colinas] region organized 

themselves and demanded that the state draw up the boundaries of each family’s 

parcel of land so that they could be granted protection and security for their hard-

earned agricultural labor and the resources that nature offered them. For the 

campesino, land is the most valued resource, and he is always ready to defend it 

(Ordonez et. al. 2007). 
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Situated in the tract of the last three percent of remaining cloudforest along the 

Ecuadorian and Colombian coast, Las Colinas is both a remote hinterland and an 

ecological hotspot. This contradiction is at the heart of the community politics, daily life, 

and community members’ contentious relationship with the state. The region is, in fact, 

nameless. Before its designation as a reserve, inhabitants referred to the loose 

conglomeration of communities by the major outposts that marked its perimeter, often 

adding the phrase, adentro (farther inside) or más alla (further away). Some inhabitants 

also call it “El Páramo,” a name which usually refers to high Andean tundra, although the 

Figure 3. The state of the "roads," or muddy footpaths, during the early rainy season  
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region is actually located in the tropical coastal province of Esmeraldas.
36

  “El Páramo” 

was first used in jest by locals referring to the high ridge that weaves through this 

cloudforest region because it is often enshrouded in fog. Unlike the lower valleys of the 

region that are mostly inhabited by colonists from  anabí, the “páramo” ridge was 

inhabitants mostly by lojanos (people from the southern province of Loja) who 

incidentally were quite familiar with a true páramo landscape.  

However, when foreign tourists organized with local community leaders to 

initiate a health project in the year 2000, the region of dispersed settlements needed a 

name to put itself on the global map. In a curious but telling moment of cross-cultural 

misunderstanding, the medical student who first established La Fundación understood El 

Páramo to be the name of the entire region, and the irony of its application to a coastal 

area was lost on him. Thus, El Páramo emerged as one name used for the official 

catchment area of health and other development projects. To this day, the naming of the 

region is slippery; it takes distinct shape in the eye of the international community as El 

Páramo, inhabitants as Las Colinas or adentro, and the state as La Reserva. The people 

of this region often manipulate the naming of the region themselves, seeking to render it 

visible and invisible in strategic ways. Despite these valiant attempts and the successes 

they have had in piquing international interest, interventions and investment, their ability 

to capture the attention of the Ecuadorian state remains inconsistent. On the one hand, 

internal community politics have shaped this tendency, as older families (many of whom 

                                                
36 Esmeraldas province, which shares its northern border with Colombia, has a total of 430,000 inhabitants. 

Of 13.2 million inhabitants in Ecuador as a whole, about half (6.5 million) live in one of the five coastal 

provinces. 
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prefer “hiding” from the state because of shady criminal histories or lack of land title) 

resist state intervention, while younger families and those who have less to lose (those 

with legal land rights, or other livelihood options) seek state support for the improvement 

of infrastructure. As I explain in greater detail in Chapter Seven, people’s ideas about 

sexuality and the regulation of intimacies are also bound up with the deeply-felt and 

intensely-lived suspicion of the state. Through debates about family planning and 

allowing brothels to operate in the region, people’s different ideas for their future (and 

their stakes) are revealed through community and household level forms of contestation. 

Migration to Las Colinas  

During the 1950s and 1960s, migrants from other provinces began arriving and 

settling here because of their desperate need for productive land. Years later, extended 

family members would continue arriving to reunite with them, having heard that they had 

found large swaths of unclaimed forest.
37

 The large majority (approximately 75%) of Las 

Colinas inhabitants arrived from Manabí, a neighboring province, and Loja, a province in 

southern Ecuador that borders Peru. Manabí and Loja are important origins of migrants; 

they make up a significant part of migrant populations in seven of the 11 provinces 

because of recurring droughts and “crises in rural life” (Chiriboga 2004). A combination 

of governmental policies (in particular, agrarian reform), land inheritance, 

overpopulation, and severe drought drove people from Manabí province to search for 

                                                
37 According to the 2002 survey, 75 percent of inhabitants were from Manabí, 14 percent from Esmeraldas, 

2 percent from Las Colinas, 2 percent from Loja, 5 percent from Pichincha, 2 percent from Guayas, and 3 
percent from Los Rios. Regarding reasons for migration, 50 percent of women cited family, 18 percent 

cited family and land, 21 percent reported work (agricultural) and/or land, and 10 percent cited other 

reasons. Only 28 percent of men cited family reasons for migration, 6 percent cited family and land, 50 

percent cited work (agricultural) and land, and 16 percent had different reasons (including “destiny”, love 

of nature, and years of hardship in Manabí (Friederic and Roberge 2002). 
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new land, especially during the 1970s and 1980s.
38

 Cultivatable land was becoming 

scarce in Manabí for a number of socio-political and climactic reasons. El Niño and La 

Niña events during the 1980s brought heavy rainfall, followed by strong droughts that 

negatively impacted agricultural production and discernibly augmented economic 

hardship on Ecuador’s coast. Agrarian reform and the growth of cattle farming also 

contributed to the marginalization of small farmers in the region. Protections provided 

under the Law of Agrarian Reform (specifically, those passed in 1964 and 1973) 

incentivized these patterns of settlement; however, state reforms later implemented in the 

name of conservation (i.e. the creation of biological reserves) effectively uprooted these 

very protections, as I will describe (Comité de Gestión 2007). In all, the region is 

comprised of small squatters (without legal land rights) who are marginal participants in 

the national market economy. They have been denied the kinds of infrastructure and 

would help them become more competitive. Now, they might effectively be most 

“useful” to the state if they simply disappeared.  As I show in this dissertation, the 

economic livelihoods of Las Colinas families and their unique relationship to the state 

shapes their access to judicial services, their understandings of legality and rights-as-

citizens, all of which in turn affect experiences and responses to intimate partner violence 

in the region.  

Only families determined to live entirely off of the land were willing to settle in 

this remote and challenging area to take advantage of the region’s resources, including 

                                                
38 Manabí has the highest rates of out-migration in Ecuador, and, in the three most populated provinces in 

Ecuador, specifically Pichincha, Esmeraldas, and Guayas, the highest number of migrants are from Manabí 

(Chiriboga 2004; Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos (INEC) 2001). 



104 

 

flowing rivers, plentiful fish and wildlife, and good soil for the production of coffee and 

cacao. At the time, the region’s disperse settlements were all located at a two-to-four 

day’s walk from any roads, towns, or governmental services. While young people may 

speak of hardship in the region today, older residents – and especially women – tell 

stories of intense suffering from this period. Many women died during childbirth, their 

children died of malaria on the two day walk to the doctor, and men had to fend off 

dangerous animals, such as ocelots and pumas, when cutting trees, clearing land, and 

building their homes.  According to all accounts, it rained continuously during the rainy 

season, making roads impassable and rates of malaria exorbitant. 

Today, migration into the region has slowed dramatically, and many suspect that 

the population within the reserve is actually diminishing. People (and especially the 

youth) have tired of the difficulties of transportation as well as the lack of access to 

potable water and electricity, healthcare, education and markets.
39

 Young people are 

leaving, as they are attracted by the opportunities offered by city life, and older people 

tend to leave and stay with family in the city as their mobility decreases with age, and 

they need better access to medical services. 

Agricultural Production 

Most inhabitants are primarily subsistence agriculturalists, while a small 

percentage work in business, including stores, eateries, and transport services in the 

central village. In 2001, a report found that 90 percent of the economically active 

population in the communities of Las Cruces and Agua Dulce practiced agriculture, and 

                                                
39 According to INEC (2001), 18.75% of the population born in rural Ecuador now lives in cities. This 

number has almost definitely increased, as census data from 2010 (when calculated) will probably show.  



105 

 

ten percent were active in trade and services (RAMSAR Bureau 2001). Most families 

grow cacao, coffee, rice, cassava, bananas, and other fruit, and they raise chickens and 

pigs. As a source of income, most families sell cacao, some coffee, and bananas, and 

increasingly families are raising and selling livestock and growing maracuya 

(passionfruit). Nationally, Ecuador’s most significant agricultural exports include banana, 

cacao, coffee, flowers and broccoli (Chiriboga 2004). For the domestic market, Ecuador 

produces rice, sugarcane, corn (balance), and African palm.  

Cacao is grown predominantly in Ecuadorian lowlands, such as on the coast, the 

lowland foothills at the base of the Andes, and in the Amazonian provinces. Nearly 35% 

of production comes from farms sized between five and twenty hectares, and 45% comes 

from farms between 20 and 100 hectares.
40

 The majority of farms in Las Colinas are 

between ten and fifty hectares. In response to increasing global demand for high-quality 

cacao, however, larger farm and plantations are appearing in regions like the southern 

coastal province of Los Rios.
41

 Although Las Colinas inhabitants pride themselves on 

their ability to live off the land, they are also increasingly subjected to the vagaries of the 

global market economy, as the price for a quintal of cacao varies dramatically from year-

to-year (Ecuador ANECACAO (Asociacion Nacional de Exportadores de Cacao) 2011; 

International Cocoa Organization 2011). In addition, due to their remote location and 

subsequent inability to dry, ferment, and process cacao in the region, Las Colinas cacao 

vendors are subject to the greedy practices of intermediary buyers, both in the town of 

                                                
40 In Ecuador, cacao is produced as a single crop on 243,146 hectares split among 58,446 farms and, as a 

companion crop, on 191,272 hectares spread over 38,363 farms (Chiriboga 2004). 
41 Here, production is focusing on the production of the higher-quality Arriba or Naciónal beans. 
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Las Cruces and in Quinindé. Local producers can sell cacao for anywhere between $45 

and $130 a quintal, depending on the quality of the cacao (the type of bean and the 

dryness), the season, and the always-frenetic international market fluctuations based on 

global supply and demand (International Cocoa Organization 2011) . 

The price of coffee has fallen consistently within the last ten years and coffee no 

longer has significant value at market, thus the production of coffee in the region has 

been in great decline in recent years. The three major coffee zones in Ecuador are in the 

Amazon region (where they produce café Robusta), Manabí (low Arabica), and Loja 

(high altitude Arabica) (Chiriboga 2004). Accordingly, many of the families who first 

settled in the region had already been accustomed to growing coffee. Though coffee 

production was quite strong in the early years, climactic and environmental factors in the 

area are not amenable to growing coffee over the long term.  

Livestock, and more specifically, the raising and selling of chickens, pigs, and 

cattle, also provide some families with income. Poorer families living in remote 

communities reported spending the great majority of their income to purchase basic 

commodities such as soap, candles, condiments (including salt and sugar), vegetables, 

rice, fish and, on occasion, meat. The families concentrated around Las Cruces, the 

commercial center, and nearby Agua Dulce tend to be wealthier, due to their proximity to 

the marketplace and the city (also, wealthier families often buy a small plot of land, or 

solar, in Las Cruces, in order to send their children to a better school and have better 

access to services, while keeping their farms and livestock in a community adentro. 

Average incomes of agriculturalists are very difficult to assess. Surveys conducted in 
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2001 determined that many families lived off of $500 dollars per year, but in 2006 it was 

estimated that many families earned about $1200 per year, which amounts to $17 per 

month per family member. One study conducted in 2007 surveyed a random sample of 

153 households in Las Colinas to determine the feasibility of a community-based health 

insurance system. In this study, Eckhardt (2007) attempted to determine socioeconomic 

status by examining household assets (number of cattle, mules, ownership of television, 

etc.), productivity and labor (number of hectares of cacao and employment type), and 

housing status (construction materials and ownership status). The study concluded that 

43% of the households had an average SES, 35% had low SES, and 16.3% were 

determined to be of high SES. Only 5.5% of the population surveyed fell into the “very 

high” or “very low” SES category, but these categories were not correlated with 

particular amounts. Despite the ambiguity of these results (see Eckhardt 2007, Annex 6 

for a more detailed description of the ranking system), the study demonstrates that 

socioeconomic status of households are relatively equitable in the region, especially as 

compared to distribution on a national level.   

Land Rights 

Not only do most Las Colinas inhabitants survive on minimal income, but also 

they suffer from an unstable legal relationship to the land that sustains them.  The 

majority of Las Colinas inhabitants are posesionarios (possessors), who claimed 

possession of their land but hold no legal title. The Law of Agrarian Reform of 1973 

impelled families to seek land to settle and guaranteed possession. When families came to 

Las Colinas, they encountered countless difficulties due to the challenging conditions and 
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lack of infrastructure, yet they continued to invest time and labor in their land and built 

their homes, believing that possession of the land was an indisputable fact according to 

the terms of the 1973 Law (Comité de Gestión 2007).
42

  

However, people’s access to land title was invalidated with the 1996 declaration 

of the ecological reserve, formed “behind the backs” of the people already residing in the 

region (CEPF 2001:23-4). Inhabitants have been fighting against this ruling for many 

years (most recently they have organized into a Management Committee (Comité de 

Gestión) with the purpose of seeking land rights within the reserve. The high rates of 

turnover of government personnel have made their struggle difficult and follow-up next 

to impossible. Much like other legislation in Ecuador, the declaration is notable for being 

“perfect on paper” but utterly irreconcilable with reality, as the boundaries of the reserve 

are difficult to locate and do not correspond to any physical or geographic markers 

(Comité de Gestión 2007). Further complicating the situation are the contradictions 

between land rights under the status of an ecological reserve and entitlements previously 

given to inhabitants, including campesinos, Afro-Ecuadorians with, and indigenous 

groups.
43

 As the local Comité de Gestión explains in their report to the Minister of the 

Environment, “land rights existed before, but when the reserve was created, jurisdiction 

                                                
42 According to the most recent appeal to the Ministry of the Environment, elaborated by a Comité de 

Gestión, the claim that, “the current vindication of peasant families is based on restoring the security of 

their claims to their land, not only because the state initially encouraged them to migrate and colonize this 

region, but also because living and working on this land confers the right to claim the labor they have 

invested.” 

 
43 According to Espin (1999), the following categories of landholdings exist in the reserve (as of 1999): 
titled (14% were in the process of obtaining title before the declaration of the reserve, of which 5% 

obtained it and 9% were still waiting); ancestral landholdings (Afro-Ecuadorians with over 45 years of 

continuous permanence, representing an 8% of all land); recent landholdings (from 1964 and earlier, until 

1991) constituting 77% of the total land; propertied holdings with public title (0.7% of total); communal 

lands (indigenous lands, constituting 0.5% of the total). 
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of the land was transferred from INDA (Instituto Ecuatoriano de Desarrollo Agrario, or 

The Ecuadorian Institution of Agricultural Development) to the Ministry of the 

Environment, which implies a legal contradiction. Literally from one day to the next, land 

zoned as ‘for agriculture and livestock’ became land ‘to be conserved,’ meaning it was no 

longer possible for the settlers to ‘exploit the existing natural resources’ on their own 

land” (Comité de Gestión 2007). 

Some colonists who live outside the reserve’s borders have been able to gain 

escrituras (land title) despite the associated costs and numerous logistical and 

bureaucratic obstacles (such as visiting the distant city and filing various kinds of 

paperwork). Although women and men in Las Colinas hold equal legal entitlement to 

their land (in the case of families with escrituras), the rights are usually conferred to male 

Figure 4. Map of the Region of Las Colinas 
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family members (husbands, brothers, children).
 44

  Without legal land rights, this pattern 

of habitual conferral of land to male members is only aggravated.  

La Reserva 

The ecological reserve itself consists of over 100,000 hectares in the Esmeraldas 

Province, and extends into the northern tip of the Manabí province
45

. The declaration of 

the reserve on August 9, 1996 aimed to protect the last three percent of remaining 

cloudforest in all of Ecuador’s coastal regions. As I have discussed, while the creation of 

the Reserve institutes environmental protectionist measures in principle, it contributes to 

the precariousness of inhabitants’ relationship with their land, thus possibly increasing 

the need for exploitative practices. As colonists who greatly pride themselves on their 

abilities to feed their families from their own land, the implications of precarious land 

ownership extend far beyond economic and legal dimensions. According to a tourism and 

heritage guide published by the Ministry of the Environment (ECOLAP y MAE 

[Ministerio del Ambiente] 2007), the future of the reserve faces three major threats: 

deforestation, hunting, and land tenure. Logging and unrestricted settlements are 

threatening “not only the conservation of resources within the area, but also the 

preservation of cultural resources,” referring to the indigenous Chachi culture in the 

Reserve (Alianza REMACH/MAE [Ministerio del Ambiente] 2005; ECOLAP y MAE 

                                                
44 A similar trend has been documented throughout coastal Ecuador, especially in Manabí, where it has 

actually contributed to less fragmentation of land (Phillips 1985).  
45 When first declared, the reserve was estimated at 70,000 hectares, but upon further analysis (but within 

the same specified boundaries) they determined that it was 119,172 hectares. Approximately 17,000 are 

currently under dispute. The fact that the government did not know the measurements of the reserve upon 

its declaration provides further evidence of the arbitrariness with which it was established, not having taken 

into account its borders, geography, or the people surviving off of its resources.   
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[Ministerio del Ambiente] 2007:52). All of the land within the Reserve is private and, as 

the report documents,  

The problem is that the Reserve was established when a number of populated 

centers already existed, and more were in the process of becoming established. 

Since, the amount of land devoted to agriculture has increased, (economic) 

productivity has decreased, and the illegal extraction of wood has amplified 

(Alianza REMACH/MAE [Ministerio del Ambiente] 2005:52).  

 

The report then acknowledges that “the lack of a physical demarcation and 

acknowledgment of the reserve’s borders has contributed to conflicts between inhabitants 

and the Ministry of the Environment, as well as between the inhabitants themselves” 

(Alianza REMACH/MAE [Ministerio del Ambiente] 2005; ECOLAP y MAE [Ministerio 

del Ambiente] 2007). Conflicts over land have increased in the region (not only in Las 

Colinas, but on much of the northern coast of Ecuador), spurred mostly by a problem of 

invasores, colonizers who are seeking to take over land that already “belongs” to 

someone else (Diario Hoy 2008; El Comercio 2008).  

Las Colinas and the ecological reserve also comprise part of the Chocó-Darien-

Western Ecuador Hotspot, one of ten ecological ‘hot spots’ worldwide designated in 

2001 by the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) -- a joint initiative of 

Conservation International, the Global Environment Facility (GEF), the Government of 

Japan, the MacArthur Foundation and the World Bank. The corridor in which Las 

Colinas is located is designated as “one of the most critical and vulnerable priorities,” 

which signals the heightening interest in sustainable development of this region by 

various parties (CEPF 2001:39).   
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Most of the Las Colinas region can be characterized by lowland rain forest, and 

“tall, dense, and evergreen vegetation” with areas of tropical and premontane cloudforest 

(Acosta-Solís 1977; Fadiman 2004). Moreover, a large lagoon, of 111 hectares, located in 

Agua Dulce (twenty minutes from Las Cruces) was designated as a “Wetland of 

International Importance” in 2002 in accordance with the guidelines of the RA SAR 

Convention, because it is the “only continental wetland on the Ecuadorian coast in the 

coastal mountain ranges (350 meters in altitude)”
46

 (RAMSAR Bureau 2001:1). The 

Reserve’s 2005  anagement Plan states that 6500 people live within its borders (Alianza 

REMACH/MAE [Ministerio del Ambiente] 2005). Three groups of people inhabit the 

reserve, including Afro-Ecuadorians, mestizos, and the Chachis, an indigenous group. 

The great majority of inhabitants, however, are mestizo colonos from Manabí and Loja 

(Fadiman 2004; INEFAN 1999) and they constitute the focus of this study. Afro-

Ecuadorians who live within the Mache-Chindul reserve migrated to this area from other 

parts of Esmeraldas in the 1940s in search of new farmland.
47

 The indigenous Chachi 

population migrated to the coastal lowlands from the Andean highlands in the 1940s and 

50s. One site of their new settlements falls within the Mache Chindul Reserve. There is 

very little interaction between the Manabí colonos and the Chachis, but the existence of 

an indigenous group within the Reserve has shaped environmental and development 

                                                
46  According to the annotated RA SAR site list (2000), the Laguna is described as a “permanent lake at 

the southeastern edge of the Mache-Chindul mountains in the Choco biogeographical region, characterized 

by a lacustrine ecosystem consisting of permanent body of water and an extensive surface of marsh and 
flood areas. It is the country's only inland wetland in the coastal mountains, at 350m altitude, and supports a 

singular biotic community characteristic of both the Choco and the Andes. Some 23 species of mammals, 

 0 of birds, and 11 of reptiles are found there”(1).  
47 The roots of Afro-Ecuadorian ancestry originated in the Spanish slave trade from Africa to Latin 

America (Chiriboga 1992).  
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politics in the region by attracting international attention as a region of cultural as well as 

biological importance. 

Deforestation and Conservation Politics 

Increased settlement in the region led directly to increased rates of deforestation. 

Consequently, the highest rates of deforestation in the area occurred during the 1970s, 

when most families were entering the region for the first time. Despite the absence of 

large-scale timber producers in the Las Cruces sector of the Mache-Chindul Reserve, 

mestizo colonos have contributed greatly to deforestation by clearing the land for farming 

(and in some cases, for grazing). However, they have also done so selectively in order to 

protect useful parts of the forest (Fadiman 2004; Fadiman 2008). A private biological 

reserve protects 3000 hectares of protected pristine forest within the larger ecological 

reserve, and it has spearheaded educational and reforestation campaigns. The reserve also 

attracts international volunteers to help conduct these campaigns, as well as biologists 

who work closely with local community leaders for both conversation and research. Due 

to the involvement of this and other conservation organizations, as well as promises of 

government bonds from the Ministry of the Environment, many inhabitants are more 

actively conserving primary forest on their land (some in hopes of securing the Bono 

Forestal) (Fadiman 2004; Fadiman 2008). Despite these efforts, inhabitants themselves 

point out the double-bind they are in, as they cannot support themselves through the sale 

of cacao, banana, and coffee, and are often forced to sell timber, or invest in livestock, in 

order to make ends meet. In addition, the informality of land titling has actually 
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incentivized a permanent flow of people into the reserve, with the explicit objective of 

hunting or extracting wood for commercial sale (Comité de Gestión 2007).  

Las Cruces is the only highly concentrated settlement in the region, while the 

majority of the other twenty-six communities are dispersed (or “dispersed-consolidated”) 

(RAMSAR 2001). All of the communities are connected by wide horse-trails, and the 

only community that is regularly accessible by car is Las Cruces. Each year, however, the 

road conditions improve through a mix of organized community effort, political 

“lobbying,” and governmental support (usually at the municipal level), and an increasing 

number of communities are accessible by car. 

Colonists from Manabí often boast about their rural way of life, especially 

praising the healthy environment, their independence from government intervention, and 

their abilities to subsist directly from their land. Although these sources of dignity and 

pride should not be undervalued, there is a flip side to each one. The network of trails that 

link the communities of Las Colinas, which converge at the town of Las Cruces, are 

severely muddy during most months of the year, but especially during the rainy season 

from November through April. At this time, the journey from the farthest community to 

Las Cruces can take up to twelve hours, while the journey from Las Cruces to the nearest 

major town with hospital and electricity can take between two and ten hours. However, 

while Las Colinas remoteness is partly why the pristine state of the region’s ecology has 

been preserved, arduous access is also repeatedly blamed for the region’s oft-cited 

hardships: farmers’ inability to sell their agricultural products, difficulties in acquiring 

teachers to teach at local schools, and hindrances to transporting the ill when necessary.  
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Regional Population  

To date, no complete government census has been conducted in the region, and the 

population of the region is still contested. According to a RAMSAR report and census 

conducted in October 2000, Agua Dulce and Las Cruces have approximately 300 

inhabitants (RAMSAR 2001).  Politically and administratively, these rural towns belong 

to the Quinindé canton. Recently, members of Las Cruces and the rural Town Council 

have been organizing in attempt to establish a parroquia rural (rural parish) that would 

encompass Las Colinas and a couple of adjacent, unnamed regions. A parroquia is the 

smallest administrative unit in Ecuador, and is organized juridically and politically under 

the municipality. Despite the desire of various regional leaders to establish themselves as 

a parroquia (this, in effect, would require that the municipality heed their demands, as the 

parroquia would be officially recognized in the municipal budget), one requirement is 

that the region must have at least 10,000 inhabitants. In 2003, La Fundación attempted to 

conduct a census with the help of the community-based health promoters. The census 

revealed approximately 3500 inhabitants in the region (47 percent male and 53 percent 

female), but it is suspected that this number is a significant underestimate (Friederic and 

Roberge 2002; Ordónez Llanos 2005). Firstly, the census might not have been performed 

effectively by the health promoters, and secondly, many inhabitants refused to share their 

information due to problems with tenuous land ownership, possible criminal records, and 

lack of trust.   Elaborating from this census data and reports from community leaders 

about the number of families in each region, and the average family size (6.4 members), 

leaders now suspect that there are at least five to six-thousand inhabitants. However, 
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there are high rates of seasonal migration (mostly due to employment and education) and 

many families claim two communities as their residence, further complicating attempts to 

estimate the population. 

Development: NGOs, the State and Community Organizations 

The 6000 residents who live here today relish their self-reliance and independence 

from the government, yet they simultaneously criticize the failure of the state to provide 

infrastructure and basic resources. Independence from the State implied an utter lack of 

public service provision. However, this is beginning to change. Within the last five years, 

residents have successfully lobbied the municipal government for electricity and 

improved roads and bridges in a few communities. While they have been wary of NGOs 

in much the same way as they have been suspicious of the state, they have been learning 

to use NGOs (which they do, in fact, see as entities who effectively represent their 

interests in most cases) to gain leverage in their relationship with the state. The 

relationship between La Fundación and the communities of Las Colinas is the most 

telling example of this dynamic.  

After a severe outbreak of cerebral malaria in the region in 2001, community 

members approached a German medical student who was volunteering at the private 

reserve in the region to request assistance. After he provided malaria prophylaxis to 

numerous families in the distant communities, a group of community leaders from Las 

Cruces decided to solicit further help, and asked for his help raising funds so that they 

could build a simple structure to serve as a health facility. The idea was unclear, but it 

was a start, as the region was desperately in need of health services. The next year, a 
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health center was built with funds raised by the student (then doctor) and labor donated 

by the region’s inhabitants through collective work-days called mingas. In 2002, the 

doctor officially established an international NGO (La Fundación) to implement basic 

health services in collaboration with local communities and the Ministry of Public 

Health. I joined the efforts of this organization at that time. Since then, La Fundación has 

facilitated a number of health education and community development projects, including 

the provision of workshops on family violence, family relations, and the rights of men, 

women and children.  In November 2002, an agreement was signed between regional 

representatives of the health center (El Comité de Salud), La Fundación, and the 

Ecuadorian Ministry of Health. Currently, the Subcentro de Salud (Health Center) 

receives support from the Ecuadorian Ministry of Health, as it has become part of the 

national network of rural clinics.
48

 However, both La Fundación and El Comité de Salud 

are responsible for administration of the Subcentro, which offers primary health care 

services to inhabitants of the region and coordinates health education campaigns and 

medical brigades to outlying communities.  

Inspired by the principles of the Primary Health Care movement, La Fundación 

offers support to various ecotourism, microeconomic and educational initiatives. Aside 

from providing preventative health services and 24-7 attention to emergencies, the health 

project’s strongest and most successful programs have been in malaria eradication (in the 

last three years, malaria has been eliminated), family planning, and outreach (through the 

health promoter network). Their ultimate goal is project sustainability, to be achieved 

                                                
48 The Ecuadorian Ministry of Health thus pays the salaries of a rural doctor, nurse, and laboratory 

technician, while also supplying limited provisions of medication and health promotion materials.  
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through community participation, local ownership, capacity-building, and the 

development of community-based financial support (Friederic and Roberge 2002; 

Ordónez Llanos 2005). While the first three goals are being fulfilled, the goal of financial 

sustainability is the most challenging for all stakeholders (Ordónez Llanos 2005). As 

mentioned, I have been involved in La Fundación in myriad ways since 2001: as a 

volunteer researcher, and subsequently as a founder of the U.S. based sister organization, 

which provides financial and logistical support to La Fundación and El Comité de Salud. 

I have also participated in programming and implementation of numerous initiatives, 

including health education campaigns, malaria prevention, and most recently, a 

communication and data gathering program using cellular phones. 

In the region of Las Colinas, communities have organized themselves for the 

purpose of demanding infrastructure support from the municipal government. The only 

regional organizations that existed before La Fundación entered included committees for 

road improvements and education. Since La Fundación was established in the region in 

2001, three new committees have been established, two of which are associated directly 

with the Subcentro de Salud. The Health Committee (Comité de Salud) is comprised of 

ten members from three different communities. They are responsible for administering 

the health center activities and finances, with the support of La Fundación staff. A group 

of thirty health promoters, hailing from all the communities in the region, serve as health 

center representatives in each of their communities. They attend monthly meetings and 

workshops at the Subcentro on health-related topics such as malaria prevention and first 

aid. Established in February 2003, the third committee, Comité Pro-Mejoras, consists of 
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ten members of Las Cruces. In their efforts to demand infrastructure support for their 

community and region, they have focused on coordinating community waste 

management and demanding sanitation and electricity from the municipal government 

during their first year of existence. 

Every community (defined by whether or not it has a school) has at least one 

committee: the Padres de Familia, comprised of the parents of school-aged children who 

ensure the functioning of the community school and the provision of supplies and a 

schoolteacher. When the Ministry of Education supports the school (called an escuela 

fiscal), the parents organize to ensure the accountability of the government and the 

teacher that is sent. In half of the remote communities, the Ministry of Education does not 

offer assistance. For these escuelas particulares, the parents must arrange monthly 

payments for the schoolteacher’s salary, educational materials, schoolhouse maintenance, 

and they must also locate and hire the teachers themselves.
49

  

                                                
49 Although most communities have functioning schools (whether escuelas particulares or fiscales), some 

communities do not have the economic resources to pay for a teacher, or they have difficulty finding a 

qualified teacher willing to live in such a remote location.  
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Figure 5. Education in Las Colinas (n=133 adult women; n=115 adult men)
50

 

 

As it was explained to me, during their childhoods in Manabí, the men ended their 

education because they were needed to work in the fields with their families, while the 

young girls terminated their education because it was often dangerous for them to travel 

alone to their schools, which were often a great distance from home. However, the graph 

above demonstrates that a great majority of women did, in fact, finish primary school (4-

6 years). 

Las Cruces has a church committee, whose role it is to organize some of the 

religious festivals (parties associated with certain saints), clean and take care of the small 

                                                
50 According to the surveys undertaken in 2001and 2002, of 133 adult women, 14 percent were illiterate, 16 

percent had terminated their studies during grades 1-3 of primary school (primaria), 56 percent had reached 
grades 4-6 of primaria, 12 percent had terminated their studies during the first three years of secondary 

school, and 2 percent (n=3) had terminated their education at years 4-6 of secondary, or above.  Among 115 

men surveyed, 12 percent were illiterate, 27 percent terminated at level 1-3 of primaria, 48 percent at levels 

4-6 of primaria, 10 percent at grades 1-3 of secondary, and 3 percent had education beyond grade 3 of 

secondary (Friederic and Palombi 2001; Friederic and Roberge 2002). 
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church in the village, hold mass on Sundays (usually with a priest who comes from the 

city), and oversee and schedule mass baptisms and communions on certain dates 

throughout the year. While people in the region are undeniably Catholic (and 

increasingly, some are Evangelical), most people do not actively practice Catholicism 

with any regularity. For this reason, I raise the role of the church in this section on 

community organizations, as it plays a significant role and opportunity for people to 

organize. Most communities do not have entire committees designated to la iglesia, but 

some communities have roughly built capillas (chapels) and community-member 

catechists who oversee communion and act as the spiritual leaders of their communities.  

Within the last eight years, an organization called Fundación Bosque Verde was 

created in Agua Dulce in order to develop conservation and ecotourism efforts in the 

region. The members of the Fundación Bosque Verde committee come from many of the 

same families that participate in La Asociación de Mujeres. Most recently, they have 

received a significant grant from a prominent international conservation organization to 

coordinate environmental education, ecotourism, and environmental protection of an 

internationally recognized lake in their community. Due to the ecological uniqueness of 

this landmark, the community’s proximity to the commercial center, and their past 

experience with organizing themselves, this community’s increasing political and 

economic clout has exacerbated tensions with other communities in some cases.  

The most successful example of gender initiatives in the region is the Women’s 

Community Bank (La Asociación), a women-run micro-credit organization that provides 

small loans for income-generating activities. With the assistance of another non-
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government organization working the region, La Asociación was inaugurated in 1998 as 

the only all-female organization with 21 members from four different communities; 

currently, they have 31 members from six communities.  This group was the focus of my 

 aster’s Thesis research in 2003, and they remain a focus for this dissertation as well.  

In the past five years, the number of community organizations has increased 

significantly. The rise of NGOs and state decentralization has also contributed to 

noteworthy changes in the bureaucratic process through which citizens appeal for 

resources and infrastructure. As one community member described, “in the past I just had 

to have friends in high places, but now you have to do everything through paperwork.” In 

order to produce paperwork, one needs organizational legitimacy. For this reason, the 

main town now has the following committees and organizations (the majority of which 

are legally constituted): Commission for Road and Security, Commission for Water, the 

Town Council, Micro-Credit Bank Committee, the Health Committee, the Sports 

Committee, and many more.  Political representation in regional committees is usually 

limited to a group of select individuals who tend to serve as the leaders of the different 

communities. While some argue that this is an emerging elite in the region, the leaders 

themselves claim that no one else is willing to take responsibility to velar por la 

comunidad (advocate for the community). In later chapters, I draw upon these changes in 

bureaucratization and political culture to discuss the effects on people’s claims on the 

state, and their subjective experiences of citizenship. 
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Legal and Judicial Infrastructure 

Las Colinas itself has no formal law enforcement or legal or judicial 

infrastructure. Community and family-level conflicts have traditionally been dealt with in 

a number of ways. Incidence of wife battering is extremely high in Las Colinas, and 

violence is a commonly accepted manner of resolving conflict both in and outside the 

home. At this time, there are four principal options for the resolution of community and 

family level conflict in Las Colinas, community members can resolve it informally 

between families (either through peaceful or violent means); consult a quasi-legal 

enforcement figure to assist with judicial matters in this remote region; file a complaint 

with the police commissary in the city, or leave his or her partner, with or without filing a 

complaint, or do nothing at all.  As is consistent with the stereotype of Manabas (coastal 

mestizos), internal justice is often enforced by la ley del machete – a trend which is 

usually attributed to the absence of the state, and a culture of extreme violence and deep-

rooted patriarchy on Ecuador’s coast, as discussed in Chapter Five. Most cases of 

domestic violence, in particular, are met with impunity, as both men and women 

generally consider wife battering to be justifiable. 

In the last four years, women have begun to travel to the Police Commissary [the 

third option] in the city two hours away to report instances of partner abuse. The 1995 

declaration of Ley 103 (the Law against Violence toward Women and the Family) led to 

the creation of police stations for Women & the Family in the provincial capitals. These 
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Comisarias de la Mujer y la Familia
51
” (Commissaries of Women and the Family, or 

CMFs) are specialized centers to process complaints of violence against women and 

provide legal, psychological and social services. For example, they issue "help 

certificates" (boletas de auxilio), which enable victims to obtain the necessary protection 

provided by the police and have the aggressor arrested.
52

  They also offer protective 

measures (called medidas de amparo), such as: ordering a violent spouse to leave the 

home; preventing the aggressor from approaching the victim; and awarding the care of 

minor children to the best qualified person. 

 Located one and a half hours from the central village of Las Colinas, the city of 

Quinindé does not have an actual “Comisaria de la Mujer y la Familia (C F)” but, since 

the late 1990s, the Police Commissary of Quinindé has acted as a corollary institution 

responsible for processing cases of family violence when these cases are considered less 

than a misdemeanor
53

. It is important to note, however, that this Police Commisary office 

lacks the social and psychological services and specialized attention provided by actual 

CMFs, though some of these mediation and counseling services have, in a sense, been 

taken on by the Commissary herself.
54

 Only in extreme cases do police enter the region to 

                                                
51Previously, the Comisarias were under the administration of “La Dirección Nacional de Genero del 

 inisterio de Gobierno y Policia,”  
52To file a complaint of domestic violence, the victim must go to one of the Police Stations for Women and 

Families (Ecuador n.d.a; CLADEM 26 Jan. 2007), where she must show her citizenship card (cédula de 

ciudadanía) (ibid.; Ecuador n.d.b). 
53The Police Commissary is responsible for a wide range of judicial duties: including the handling of 

misdemeanors, consumer protection, loss of documents, the distribution of liquor licenses and prevention 

of rights abuses (all of these can include public drunkenness or “public scandal”, physical aggression and 
conflict, and robbery up to a value of approximately $600). For example, if family violence involves 

homicide, the case goes directly to the Police Station. [personal conversation with Comisaria; get more 

data from ‘official sources’]. [importance of having your documents & significance for “citizenship”  
54The victim must be of majority age or, in the case of a minor, must be married or be in a common-law 

relationship (ibid.). At the police station, the victim must describe to an official the details of what 
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conduct investigations of homicides or attempt to apprehend criminals (to my knowledge, 

no one has ever been caught, as it is so easy to flee farther into the region). In addition to 

these services, the region’s inhabitants have actively petitioned for the establishment of a 

reten policial, or police post, in Las Cruces. In fact, land was cleared for its construction 

in 2007, and the community has been promised a full-time rotation of police officers on 

staff since 2005. To this day, the promise has yet to be fulfilled.  

The Ethnographer in Context 

In this next section, I address my own presence within this research context, describing 

both my research methodology and my diverse commitments and roles in the region, 

emphasizing how they have complicated and enriched my research. I do so to give a 

sense of how I conducted fieldwork, and how my positioning in the community affected 

my research and the data I was able to collect.  

Fieldnote Reflections ~ February 2009 

On my way back from a swim in the Laguna de Cube, I stopped by Doña Lilia’s 

house to say goodbye, as I was going back to the States the next day. My friends 

in the region of Las Colinas had grown accustomed to my coming and going for 

the past nine years, and we had all equally tired of emotional goodbyes. As her 

husband said that evening, “ya no valga la pena decir adiós, sino hasta pronto” 

 it’s no longer worth saying goodbye, but rather, see you soon . Per ritual, Lilia 

gave me a delicious cup of hot chocolate made from their farm’s cacao and some 

hot panes de yucca (cassava bread), together with homemade bolas de cacao 

(large balls of chocolate) to take home to share with my family and friends. As 

one of my three “mothers” in the region, she knew my favorite regional treats and 

prepared them for me at least once during each of my stays.  It was just getting 

                                                                                                                                            
happened and must sign a statement (Ecuador n.d.a). After that, the statement is assigned a reference 

number and is recorded in the archives (ibid.). The victim's personal information is obtained so that the help 
certificate can be issued later (ibid.). The statement is then sent to the office of the commissioner; the 

commissioner and the secretary validate the statement by signing it (ibid.). Next, the victim can pick up the 

help certificate, which must be signed by the commissioner (ibid.). When the victim asks for additional 

protection, other than the help certificate, it is the commissioner of the Police Station for Women and 

Families who decides what type of protection she will receive (Ecuador n.d.c.) 
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dark out, and I realized I hadn’t brought a flashlight to use on my twenty-minute 

walk back to the health center where I lived. Lilia’s husband offered me his foco 

but I remarked that I’d be fine, as an almost-full moon was on the horizon. Lilia 

and Hugo both reiterated that they never thought it was a good idea for me to walk 

home alone. But in the same breath, they chuckled, knowing that I’d insist that I’d 

be fine, and that I probably would be. 

Despite our practiced goodbyes, Lilia and I both got teary-eyed as we hugged and 

parted ways. Walking up the hill overlooking the lake and the tropical landscape, I 

reflected on the curious sequence of life events that had led up to my integration 

into these communities. I chuckled as I remembered my (biological) mother’s 

words a year earlier when she visited. As we traveled the two hours on a bumpy 

ranchera (passenger truck) into this remote region, she joked with me, “Karin, I 

still don’t understand. Why on earth did you pick this place, of all the places in the 

world, to make into your second home?” 

As I made my way up the hill, I noticed the blurry figure of a man descending 

towards me. Actually, I could not see that it was a man, but it could not be a 

woman, as no local woman would walk alone at night. For a moment, I grew 

nervous. After many years of people telling me the dangers of walking alone, I 

admit that a part of me was inclined to believe them. As it turns out, the man 

heading towards me was very drunk. He stumbled down the path and, as he 

noticed my presence, he started to say, “ay, muyer, ayy… una gringa.” It was 

clear he was beginning his harassment charade.  I was confused and a little scared, 

but I responded firmly, “Oye. Soy Karin”. To my surprise, this man – who I did 

not know – then attempted to stand upright, and said with a large smile, “Ay, 

Karincita. Karincita. Ay, esa Karin.” Then, with his hand and a small bow, he 

signaled for me to pass while saying “Que le vaya con Dios. Ay, nuestra querida 

Karincita.” And with a chuckle, he continued staggering down the hill.  

On many levels, this story conveys my “insider-outsider” status in Las Colinas. 

Much like other women in the region, I experienced fear while walking alone. Unlike 

those women, however, I did walk alone, as I had been socialized differently. More 

importantly, I was more impervious to the damaging rumors that would result. Of course, 

I occupied a very fortunate role. On the one hand, I spent enough time in the region to 

gain trust and entrée into the intimate dimensions of people’s daily lives so that I grew to 

feel like a part of this community. On the other hand, as an extranjera (foreign woman), I 

got away with flouting particular gender norms, and would always be an interloper to 

some degree. My research on family relations and violence was undoubtedly shaped by 
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the ways I both embraced and challenged this contradiction (of insider and outsider) – a 

dynamic which informs much ethnographic fieldwork, but seemed particularly salient in 

my own.  

My dissertation fieldwork was conducted over a sixteen-month period between 

June 2007 and September 2008. However, this dissertation is also based on research and 

participant-observation during ten extended stays in this region since the year 2000, and 

during my  aster’s Thesis research fieldwork conducted in the summer of 2003. I first 

began working in rural Northwest Ecuador in the year 2000 as a volunteer at a nearby 

center for conservation and biology. I was quickly enamored by the beauty of the tropical 

cloudforest, the adventure of traveling through knee-deep mud, and the solidarity of the 

rural campesinos. The next year, I returned to help implement a health-project, with 

which I have been involved ever since. Since then, I have co-founded a non-

governmental organization, fundraised incessantly to support it, selected and coordinated 

volunteers, conducted health-related research, and helped plan and evaluate the health 

education and outreach programs for the Las Colinas health project. In the region, I have 

developed deep friendships, earning four godchildren and the trust of men and women 

alike. In short, I have worn many hats; as a friend, comadre, NGO-director, volunteer 

coordinator, women’s rights activist, health educator, and investigator.  In my discussion 

of my methodology, as well as the ethical dimensions of my research, it is important to 

keep in mind the fluidity with which I sometimes had to shift roles, and the implications 

this had for my research. 

 



128 

 

Research Methods 

My research methodology follows from my two principal research aims. The first 

aim was to understand how experiences and manifestations of family violence change 

over time, and specifically how increasing awareness of women's rights over the last 

eight years has affected perceptions and experiences of intimate partner violence. The 

second was to examine family violence as it has emerged in historically particular social, 

economic and political conditions. For this reason, my dissertation research period was 

divided into two research phases: (1) Community Based Ethnographic Research, and (2) 

Historical & Institution-based Research.
55

 Though I had planned to complete these two 

phases sequentially, I went back-and-forth between these different research components 

throughout the fifteen month period.     

Community-based ethnography focused on the following themes: (a) 

demographic information, such as number of children, years of marriage, years in region, 

level of education, employment or occupational history, distance from community center, 

household income levels, and frequency of travel, (b) participation in community-based, 

governmental and non-governmental programs and organizations, (c) perceptions and 

understandings of gender-based rights, citizenship, and governmental responsibility, and 

(d) perceptions of intimate partner violence and sources of family conflict. Whenever 

personal experiences of intimate partner violence were acknowledged, further questions 

                                                
55 I also envisioned my dissertation in two separate phases, because funding for these phases was garnered 
from distinct sources. A National Science Foundation Dissertation Improvement Grant provided the initial 

funding for Phase I of research, while a follow-up grant from a Wenner-Gren Foundation Dissertation 

Fieldwork Grant provided the necessary funding to complete Phase II, and allow for more in-depth 

historical research. 
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elicited in-depth narratives, including help-seeking patterns, physical and mental health 

complaints, perceived causes and solutions to family violence, and life-course 

perspectives on family conflict. Most semi-structured interviews with women were 

conducted in two-separate sessions (between one and two hours each). In all, I conducted 

60 semi-structured individual interviews with women, ten interviews with men, eight oral 

histories, and thirteen focus groups with inhabitants of Las Colinas, or their relatives in 

Manabí (see Annex for more detailed breakdown of data sources).    

I solicited eight oral history narratives from Manabita men and women over the 

age of 50 living in Las Colinas. Each participant has lived in Las Colinas for over twenty 

years and demonstrated willingness to participate. I also interviewed three of their family 

members (over the age of 50) still living in Manabí. These narratives addressed 

perceptions of change in social relations, gender relations, norms and the sexual division 

of labor and prevalence and experiences of violence throughout the course of their 

lifetime.  

Participants were selected primarily by purposive sampling methods. At the 

outset, I used snowball sampling methods in order to more greatly randomize my sample. 

However, when I asked women to refer me to other participants, they sometimes shared a 

couple of names, but more often they were not very forthcoming. Instead, they often 

implied that they I probably knew better than they did who I might want to talk with. My 

sense was that they said this not only because they felt I did not need their help to have 

access to certain women (in fact, my role as an insider-outsider made it easier for me to 
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gain access to particular women), but also because they assumed that I might actually 

know better who would be willing to share personal lives and stories of interest to me.   

These formal research methods were also supplemented by informal and 

participatory research methods. One of the richest experiences and sources of data were 

women’s groups that I organized and held throughout my stay. Approximately once a 

month, I invited all of the women from Las Cruces to gather on a Sunday evening in a 

visible, yet private comedor in the middle of the village (it was particularly important that 

the meeting be held after dinner was served and in a location that was visible to others 

because there would be no question as to where the women were that evening, thus 

mitigating any concerns about their infidelity). I would provide snacks, and we would 

have informal conversations about a particular theme or topic of discussion. Unlike a 

focus group, I did not steer these conversations in any strict manner, but rather let the 

conversations unfold naturally.  These groups were cited by the women as one of the 

most enjoyable aspects of my project, and in their day to day lives. These meetings were 

moments of sharing, laughing, and solidarity building – all of which were elements 

missing from women’s lives, as they did not have legitimate spaces to “hang out” 

together in public.
56

  

One of the limitations of much research on women and family violence, in 

particular, is the failure to include research on men. During my dissertation fieldwork, I 

conducted ten sequential interviews with six different men. In earlier research, I had 

decided against conducting private, individual interviews with men because I felt they 

                                                
56 As I discuss in the next chapter, the health center waiting areas has become one of those spaces precisely 

because their presence there (usually for children’s vacations or check-ups) is unquestioned. 
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might arouse suspicion among their wives and fellow community members.  However, 

even when I felt I had developed the necessary rapport with certain men and their 

families, it proved more difficult than expected to conduct in-depth interviews. Therefore, 

the majority of my data about men’s perceptions and experiences of gender violence 

derives from informal conversations and participant observation. Although I could have 

learned a great deal more about men’s perceptions of family violence through the more 

professional and private format of an interview, I am confident that my data sufficiently 

captures a range of men’s understandings of family relations, gender and social change, 

intimate partner violence, and violence more broadly.   

In my research, I also incorporated institution-based interviews aimed at 

understanding the positions and interventions of NGO and state-sponsored organizations 

that had been directly involved in implementing health, education and development 

programs in Las Colinas. In all, I conducted fifteen semi-structured interviews with 

personnel and staff from organizations, including (but not limited to): La Fundación, the 

Las Cruces Health Center, the district Hospital, the Ministry of Environment and the 

National Police Commissariat in Quinindé (responsible for handling family violence 

cases). Through these interviews, I solicited information regarding past interventions and 

programs in Las Colinas or Quinindé, Ecuador, institutional philosophy and mission, 

encounters with victims of intimate partner violence (including treatment of battered 

victims, perceptions of “correct” help-seeking behavior, and options offered), perceptions 

of effectiveness of national legislative, medical and judicial systems and perceptions of 

gender dynamics, family relationships, levels of family violence, and women’s rights 
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awareness. The information from these interviews is interwoven throughout the 

dissertation, and it has helped me understand different project objectives and activities as 

they played out, and as they were perceived by staff members, rather than having to rely 

solely on official documentation.  

In Quito, I also conducted interviews with figures in Ecuador’s women-against-

violence movement and spoke with a number of local scholars who were also 

investigating the movement. I reviewed the archival holdings at the Casa de Cultura in 

Bahia de Caráquez and Portoviejo, Manabí as well as the Banco Central of Portoviejo, 

Guayaquil and Manta for historical documents pertaining to migration patterns and 

patterns of violence in Chone, Calceta, and El Carmen, Manabí (these are the principal 

regions of origin of Las Colinas inhabitants). Specific topics of interest include gendered-

division of labor, land-titling, marriage and family laws, and family violence. I also 

investigated the culture of the montubios (coastal rural people) at the Archivo Histórico 

de Guayas.  I reviewed the archives with the help of principal historians of Manabí and 

coastal Ecuador (Dr. Carmen Dueñas Anhalzer and Tatiana Hidrovo). I also reviewed 

archives at Quito’s Banco Central and secondary sources at FLACSO Ecuador, the 

Universidad Andina Simon Bolivar, and the Universidad San Francisco de Quito. Data 

from these archival sources is reflected in part in Chapter Four; however, the majority of 

these sources will be more intensively reviewed and utilized in future manuscripts that 

build upon this dissertation. 

Through my ethnographic, archival, and institutional research, I collected 

significant amounts of data and evidence pertaining to the central themes of my research; 
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namely, prevalence of family violence, changes in experience and responses to family 

violence over time (in particular, in the last ten years), content and dissemination of 

human rights discourse, people’s perceptions and understandings of human rights, local 

people’s relationships with the state, availability of state services (especially legal and 

medical services for families suffering from family violence).  

Research for my  aster’s Thesis (entitled “Power, Gender-Based Violence, and 

Female Suffering in Northwestern Ecuador”) was conducted between  ay and August 

2003. During that fieldwork period, I interviewed 22 married Las Colinas women about 

male and female roles and responsibilities, household relations, household economics and 

decision-making.
57

 Individual semi-structured interviews were held with married women 

from three distinct communities, selected by snowball sampling. I conducted a succession 

of interviews with Sofia and Diana, my key informants. In addition, I held six focus 

groups, three of which were conducted with women who underwent training against 

family violence. Another focus group was held with women belonging to a community 

bank, which I refer to as La Asociación.
58

 Two additional focus groups were then held 

                                                
57 Demographic data based on only twenty of the twenty-two women interviewed, because a complete 

demographic profile was not collected in two cases. All women were married, either legally or by common 

law. Selected through snowball sampling, individual interviewees averaged 42 years of age, with an 

average length of marriage of 24.2 years, and an average number of 6.63 children each. They had lived an 

average of 15 years in the region, and the majority was originally from the province of Manabí 

(neighboring coastal province). 86 percent were from Manabí, 7 percent from Loja (Southeast Ecuador) 

and 7 percent from Esmeraldas (province in which Las Colinas is located). 80 percent of women were 

Catholic, and 20 percent had never received schooling, while 20 percent had completed high school. Most 

of the women that I interviewed were from the central community of Las Cruces de Agua Dulce, and six of 

the women came from three other communities in the region. 
58 With these two samples of women, I examined the ways in which their involvement in women’s 

empowerment initiatives affected relationships within their families and communities. Although there is no 

continuum of ‘empowerment’ per se, I wanted to explore the impact of women’s differential exposure to 

discourses about women’s rights and equality on their daily lives. Therefore, I spoke to women about many 

relevant topics such as, but not limited to, the various sources of resistance they encountered, effects of 
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with men and women of two different communities. I also conducted participant-

observation in three different communities, but I focused mostly on the central 

community of Las Cruces. During each phase of research, I examined topics such as male 

and female roles and responsibilities in family life and community life, accountability for 

family setbacks, repercussions for transgressions in role fulfillment, household economy 

and decision-making.  

When I arrived in the region in 2007 to conduct the bulk of my dissertation 

research, I distributed letters to staff and members of the major community organizations, 

the health center, La Fundación, and the hospital, describing my research objectives, 

activities, and ethical guidelines. Each organization gave me their consent. I also received 

permission from the Ministry of the Environmental (MAE) and the University of Arizona 

Human Subjects Protection Program. Before each interview, I explained the objectives of 

my study and solicited verbal consent and fulfilled the interview protocols of the 

University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program. Because of my multiple 

roles, I was often concerned that people would forget that I was collecting data in the 

region, and thus I reminded them as often as I could by soliciting verbal consent on 

numerous occasions (especially in cases of multi-part interviews) and periodically 

sharing information about my study at community meetings. To protect the identities of 

my informants, I utilize pseudonyms for all individuals, specific locations and 

organizations. This dissertation shares a selection of voices from a diverse     but not fully 

                                                                                                                                            
bank membership on household decision-making, the incidence of family violence, ways to improve gender 

equity and end family violence, and their greatest concerns and hopes for the future.  
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representative      group of men and women from Las Colinas. By passing on these stories 

in writing, I heed the request of many women from the region who, like their friend 

Sofia, have pleaded with me at least once: “Please, Karin, write down my story. Write it 

down for many women to see, so they can learn from both my strength and my mistakes.”  

In the same vein as works by Goldstein (2003), Scheper-Hughes (1992b) and 

Green (1999), this dissertation constitutes an attempt to put “a human face on large-scale 

processes,” which requires an anthropologist to carefully maneuver between an emphasis 

on structure on the one hand, and agency on the other (2003:3)  . The risks that 

accompany this exercise are significant. Is blame cast on the women, the men, the elusive 

structures, or perhaps even worse (to the activist-bent among us), on nothing in 

particular?  To navigate this predicament, I have tried to retain the incongruities of their 

accounts rather than presenting neatly packaged descriptions of women’s experiences in 

the region. I also follow the lead of Goldstein (2003) and others who “work against 

sacrificing depth and therefore understanding, [and attempt] instead to combine thickness 

with a sense of both political economy and the historical underpinnings of contemporary, 

ethnographically observed practice” (  ). I pay particular attention to the contradictions 

that emerged in women’s characterizations of their daily struggles, as impacted by 

prevailing gender ideologies in Las Colinas.  These contradictions emerge as critical to 

understanding a woman’s attempts to reconcile her family’s needs with her own 

emotional needs in a context characterized by competing discourses about gender 

relations. Rather than simply focusing on women’s resistance to gender inequality, I 
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emphasize women’s creativity in addressing their diverse needs, sometimes (and perhaps 

dangerously) implying women’s involvement in the very processes that oppress them. 
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INTERLOGUE 

Gabi’s Story, Part II 

 Over the years, I came to know Gabi, her mother and brothers and sisters quite 

well. At the end of my fieldwork period, her mother became seriously ill and I spent a lot 

of time with the family, helping them seek different kinds of treatment. Through this, I 

learned of their family history in rural Chone (Manabí) and their migration to Las 

Colinas.  

 Gabi’s mother, Adriana, had been comprometida twice. At the age of 13, she went 

to live with her sister and her husband to help raise their children. Soon after Adriana 

arrived, her sister died during childbirth and then “he fell in love with me, and though I 

didn’t like him, something was done to me to make me love him.” And so in her early 

teens, Adriana married the man she “had known as  her  brother-in-law.” Later she 

elaborated: “after my sister died, her husband convinced me that I should love him 

because he was left with two children. So because I was single, I stayed with him, for the 

little girls.” As a single woman in the countryside, she had no life options outside of the 

domestic sphere and no purpose other than to raise children. It seemed natural that she 

would consent to such practical love.   

 But her first husband was less wedded to the house and the family than she was. 

He left for another woman who had three girls of her own. Soon thereafter, he was killed 

in a machete fight while trying to defend one of his brothers against another.  

 After her first husband left, Adriana went to live with another sister, Julia, and her 

husband Alfredo in Rio Bendido. Her sister already had a few children with Alfredo at 
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the time. Adriana ended up being comprometida with Alfredo also, and the three of them 

lived together in a polyandrous marriage. In all, Adriana had eleven children, three with 

the first husband, and eight with her second. One died soon after birth. I asked Adriana 

how she ended up with Alfredo and if she had wanted this marriage. She said, “not really, 

but I didn’t have anywhere else to go. So I got together with him. But once we built a 

new house for all of us, he hit me really hard, and threw me to the ground on one 

occasion. My sister Julia found out, and I told her I would leave. She convinced me to 

leave my children behind because there would be more problems. So I quickly made 

lunch for them, and then escaped to my brother’s house. Alfredo later told me he would 

kill me if I didn’t come back. So I went back.”  

 I inquired about how regular these beatings were, and she recalled, “not that 

regular, we were actually very in love, and we were good. But he did beat me that time 

for something my son did. One of my little boys had peed himself and gotten his clothes 

all wet. So Alfredo hit me, with a thick rope, and he left me badly bruised on my whole 

body. It took me awhile to get better at my brother’s house.” She later admitted that this 

was not the first nor last time he had beaten her, but the other beatings weren’t as bad. 

Although Adriana returned to the house after he kicked her out, she admitted that she “no 

longer loved him. I mean, he left me verdecita (black and blue)” and “he told me he 

would kill me if I ever came back to the house, but then he said he’d kill me if I didn’t 

come back. I had left my children with him. What was I to do?” 

 In the mid-1990s, Alfredo, Julia, Adriana and family left Rio Bendido for the 

remote community of El Carmen in Las Colinas. Alberto had bought land there, and “he 
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had committed a crime in Rio Bendido and didn’t want to go back there. He had 

guaranteed a loan for someone else, and that señor didn’t want to pay, so Alfredo killed 

him, and we moved to El Carmen. He never left the region again until he was dying.”  

 I was always curious about how Adriana and her sister got along, even though 

they always told me that that they got along well. She explained, “we cooked and cleaned 

together, when he was gone, we had company with each other. There weren’t any 

problems.” I asked specifically about jealousy between them, to which she responded, “I 

never really understood what celos (feelings of jealousy, possessiveness) were, but I was 

possessive over my daughters because that was right, if not they just would have left me, 

or been taken from me.” 

 She then described another time when Alfredo beat her sister Julia: “I found out 

once that he was after her because he wanted to kill her. So we hid her whenever he got 

drunk. He had heard rumors that she was sleeping around and he asked me about them. 

But I had never seen her doing anything wrong. He wanted her to admit to them by 

beating it out of her. After he beat her, I told her not to leave, but she didn’t listen to me, 

and she left. But thankfully, nothing bad came of it.” Julia returned some time later, once 

things had calmed down. Clearly, the two sisters provided more than company; they also 

sheltered each other from an abusive husband, and took care of one another’s children 

when necessary. 

 At the end of our conversation, I mentioned that Alfredo seemed to have a bit of a 

character, to which Adriana said, “yes, he was bad. Sometimes he was good, mostly 

when he was sober. But he had a bad character. Whenever he drank, we all had to hide 
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from him, including the children.” I wondered if this level of violence seemed normal and 

commonplace to her, and she confirmed that “this is still happening in families, it seems 

like it’s part of people’s blood, it happens all the time in this life. I just hope that my 

daughters have it differently, that they don’t make the same mistakes I have made. One 

daughter is newly married, luckily, and her husband was single. But I am thinking about 

my daughter Gabi, I am worried for her.”  

 I assured her, “Don’t worry, Gabi will be fine. We’ll take care of her, she’ll be 

fine.” Adriana nodded her head and her eyes filled with tears, “yes, it’s just that she’s a 

bit strong-headed. She doesn’t like being told what to do, she doesn’t listen and gets 

hotheaded,” to which I broke in, “yes, but she is a strong woman, and that is a good thing. 

She will fight for what she wants.” Yes, Adriana admitted, “it’s true. I just hope that, with 

my dying, that she will keep fighting and choose a good life.”  

 

 

  



141 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: MACHOS, MANDARINAS, AND RURAL SEXUALITIES 

“ anaba men are outnumbered by women; if I recall correctly, there are eight 

women to every man in this region. For this reason, we have a duty to care for 

more than one woman at a time.”— Don Jorge, a community leader (Interview, 

2007). 

 

 

“We have to think of the youth, of the young people, we do not want them to be 

corrupted,” Liliana stated defiantly, as she argued against the opening of the 

brothel at the community assembly with the Police Commissary. A man from a 

community adentro then stepped forward, and said, “Exactly. Exactly as she says. 

We must think of the young people!! Young men, without a place to de-stress 

(desahogarse) and unwind, they will only get into more problems – more fights, 

more violence, and all of your young girls will suffer, since they are more likely 

to be raped and get pregnant.” — Dialogue from a community dispute about the 

opening of a brothel (Public Event, 2008).  

 

 

“ en have to get their pleasurable sex elsewhere; they can’t treat or expect their 

wives to act like prostitutes.” — Jenny (Interview, 2008). 

 

 

Gender, Sexuality, and the Social 

The distinct lines of logic embedded in the preceding quotations guide local ideas 

about gender and sexuality in the region, and each is negotiated in various fora of daily 

life. In this chapter, I use ethnographic data to describe the ways in which everyday 

activities in Las Colinas are both gendered and gendering. I focus on contradictions that 

help us understand the conflict and distrust that characterizes many of the relationships 

between men and women. A key gendered distinction in daily life is the differential 

structure of impunity for men and women, which is tied to ideas about men’s and 

women’s bodies and sexuality. If a husband fails to be a good husband, there is little to 

no recourse (in some cases, communities may badmouth an alcoholic husband who 
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squanders all his money, yet his wife rarely has any other option than to put up with it). 

On the other hand, a woman can be legitimately punished for failing to be a good wife or 

mother; furthermore, she is always almost punished for either failing as a lover or 

succeeding at it too well, reminding us that a woman’s role as wife, mother and lover are 

at odds with one another. 

Gendered bodies and sexuality are central not only to everyday negotiations 

between men and women, but also to negotiations between Las Colinas inhabitants and 

the state. This chapter explores these themes with an eye attuned to social change, as it 

shows how gender norms and relations are changing in Las Colinas. Quite frequently, I 

draw comparisons between families adentro and families associated with development 

initiatives, including La Asociación de Mujeres, the latter of which are demonstrating a 

surprising degree of flexibility and change in their daily gendered practices.
59

 This 

chapter also sets the stage for future discussions about how gendered dimensions of 

culture are ideologically (thus narrowly) targeted by rights-based interventions. This 

failure to address the deeply material and political-economic underpinnings of gender and 

cultural norms in turn creates irreconcilable contradictions in the lives of men and women 

in Las Colinas.  

Rural Households and Gendered Economics in Las Colinas 

Gender relations are constituted in and through both material and ideological 

bases (Hamilton 1998). Worldwide, rural men and women have been challenged by the 

                                                
59 Most of the families that are involved in these initiatives live in the central community of Las Cruces or 

nearby, as the ease of travel enables their more consistent participation. This topic is also explored more 

fully in Chapter Seven. 
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transformation of peasant economic systems into capitalist modes of production. The 

effects of these transitions on rural women’s livelihoods have been well-documented, 

showing in particular how women have lost access to the means of production and to 

productive decision-making (Benería and Sen 1981; Boserup 1970; Deere and Leon 

1987; Hamilton 1998).  An understanding of gender relations within the household is a 

critical addition to early  arxist approaches, which addressed women’s oppression as 

based solely in their exclusion from production (Mallon 1986; Phillips 1989). To follow 

how gender oppression functions in daily life, I examine the historical roots of the sexual 

division of labor (to follow in Chapter Five) as well as everyday experience in 

households, as they form “the arena in which patriarchal and class relations are 

interwoven” as well as “the basic unit through which patriarchy is articulated with the 

dominant mode of production” (Mallon 1986:149).  

Feminist scholarship on gender, labor, and agrarian reform has illuminated the 

ways that state policy and economic development projects have gender-specific effects 

that exacerbate inequality. They have successfully highlighted household gender relations 

as central to broader processes of gender inequality. Despite the importance of 

recognizing women’s subordinated position in household decision-making, I exercise 

caution when employing the word patriarchy because it often glosses over particular 

power differentials that emerge from distinct types of households. The use of patriarchy 

as an analytical concept has “underscored how gender inequality results from men’s 

power over women” but scholars who utilize the concept often fail to actually show “the 
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differences between what men and women do” (Tinsman 2002:10).
60

 Building upon these 

critiques and claims, I argue in this chapter that patriarchal power is fundamentally about 

sexuality, in particular, male sexual authority over women. Drawing from Tinsman 

(2002), I define sexuality as the “wider cultural meanings and practices constructed 

through and against ideas about the sensual body and [in this case] about heterosexual, 

procreative sex” and which “operates both as ideology and as concrete practice” (11).
61

 

Households are fluid and changing, with permeable boundaries and ever-changing 

membership (Pfeiffer 2003). Moving beyond models of the household as consensus-

                                                
60 Because “patriarchy is often assumed . . . rather than empirically confirmed,” scholars have overlooked 

the nuances of the politics of gender and diversity of forms of oppression and exploitation enacted within 
the household (Phillips 1989:295-6). 
61 Tinsman (2002) also proposes that, “in reaffirming the importance of sexuality to patriarchy, and in 

keeping patriarchy connected to the material life of class, sexuality should have a centrality to feminist 

materialist analyses that they have often lacked,  as it is   “fundamental to how gender works [and] from 

where gender acquires much of its meaning” (11). 

Figure 6. Young girl responsible for cutting firewood for her family. 
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based and equitable in its pooling of resources, this dissertation assumes that household 

relations are usually marked by inequality (Folbre 1986; Haddad, et al. 1997; Sen 1990). 

For example, resource allocation and decision-making within households are often 

characterized by gender conflict due to men’s and women’s divergent priorities and 

unequal access to power (see Nichter 1995).
62

 Understanding households as sites of 

potential conflict and consensus allows us “to view the sexual division of labor within the 

household as a medium and expression of the kinds of struggles taking place rather than 

as an outcome of the needs of such households” (Phillips 1987a:107). Put simply, 

households are key sites of the production of hegemony, characterized by processes of 

consensus and conflict.  

As in many parts of the world, women in Las Colinas are responsible for caring 

for the home, while men engage the public sphere to ensure the proper functioning of the 

home and the well-being of the family. Although men and women report a strict private-

public, female-male demarcation, this distinction is far less fixed in practice. 

Furthermore, with each passing year, it seems to lose relevance, as women are 

increasingly joining community organizations or leaving their villages to study and work 

(either in Las Cruces, or in Quinindé) and men are more willing to stay home and pick up 

the slack by cooking, cleaning, and childrearing. In this chapter, I first describe 

commonly accepted gender roles in Las Colinas (starting with a vignette about a typical 

day in the remote campo), before discussing how they have changed in recent years. 

                                                
62 Both neoclassical ‘New Household Economics’ and  arxist approaches shared such altruistic 

conceptions of the household, even when they depicted individuals in the marketplace as driven by self-

interest (Folbre 1986). It is important to note that the analytic shift from household consensus-based’ 

models to those that acknowledge ‘bargaining power’ paves the way for a more in-depth analysis of 

structural inequalities as shaped by political economic processes at a macro level (Folbre 1986).  
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Un Día Típico (A Typical Day)     Field Notes, 2007 

A standard work day in the Ecuadorian campo starts at the crack of dawn, or 

around 5 a.m. Beatriz will begin by warming water for coffee and preparing either 

rice and beans, or perhaps a bola de maní (ball of peanut, plantain, and pork) for 

her husband and son before they depart for the montaña to clear land for planting. 

On the way, Beatriz asks her husband Juan to take the cell phone and try to call 

her brother in Machala to find out how her sick mother is doing. There is no cell 

reception in the valley, but if he climbs to a certain clearing near the mountain 

ridge (about 20 minutes beyond where they were going to work), he can usually 

get a few bars of señal (cell signal). He is worried for a moment because knows 

he left the phone on for a while the last time he was there, and without electricity, 

he would have to wait for next week’s trip to Las Cruces to recharge it. Even 

worse, he might have to ask a neighbor to use his generator, which always made 

him uncomfortable (the neighbor always complained about using it, even if Juan 

paid for the oil; yet he would it indiscriminately when he and his buddies got 

drunk and wanted to listen to music). After Juan and her eleven-year old son 

leave, Beatriz eats and feeds her two girls, and they leave the house shortly 

thereafter to milk their only cow. As one of the luckier families this year, they 

have a cow, twenty chickens, and three pigs, and she takes great pride in caring 

for them daily. She knows that her comadre will be visiting the next day, which 

means that she will have to kill a chicken for the meal. Christmas is also nearing, 

and a pig will be slaughtered soon, as well as some chickens to get through the 

period until the cacao and rice harvest.  

 

At around 10:30, Juan’s daughter arrives with lunch: rice, plantain, and beans 

held together in a packet of banana leaves. Juan and his son clear the area until 

two in the afternoon, when they finally set off on the forty-five minute walk 

home. But now he is hungry again, and he hopes his wife will be there to heat up 

food even if he is coming home earlier than expected. She would probably be at 

the river washing clothes, so he sends his son to run ahead and tell her to finish up 

and go home.   
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Women report that they are responsible for “maintaining the home” by 

performing chores such as cooking, cleaning, organizing, washing clothes and caring for 

their children.
63

 Women also devote much of their time to raising farm animals, such as 

chickens, pigs, and sometimes dairy cows. Most women help their husbands by planting 

corn and rice, picking fruit, and harvesting cacao. With the help of her children, women 

also regularly collect water (an extremely arduous task in most villages, especially those 

located along the higher altitude ridges), gather firewood, or sometimes catch fish in the 

river. A few women from more remote villages also produce their own artisan crafts – 

weaving petates (reed mats) and reed baskets for family use (see Fadiman 2005 for 

                                                
63 Devout Catholics or Evangelicals also emphasize the importance of providing moral guidance to their 

children, teaching them “the difference between right and wrong and respect of others.” 

Figure 7: Las Colinas woman cooking on a wood stove. 
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discussion of gendered uses of plants in the region). In her work on the Ecuadorian coast 

Phillips (1987) observed that, contrary to their reports, 

women also often supervise the production of cacao and rice for the market (these 

crops are dried in the sun before they are sold), degrain corn for family 

consumption, collect and chop wood for cooking, raise chickens and pigs for the 

market, sew, and attend small stores set up within their homes, as well as perform 

the usual tasks of cooking, caring for the children, washing clothes, cleaning the 

house, and sweeping the solar (house plot). [115-6]  

As elsewhere, Las Colinas women are involved in productive activities, refuting notions 

that they devote themselves solely to household reproduction and have no impact on the 

household economy (Deere and Leon 1987). While a few women (in particular, those in 

La Asociación) claim that their husbands sometimes assist cooking or cleaning, it is still 

more likely that women would take on agricultural tasks (considered a male task) than it 

would be for men to take on typically female duties.   

 en are primarily responsible “for bringing food to the table” and earning enough 

cash to support the family’s needs. They are usually in charge of most economic 

transactions, including the sale of agricultural goods and farm animals, and the purchases 

of household items, including food, kitchen and cleaning supplies, clothing, or anything 

considered to be of significant value. On the other hand, women’s access to household 

funds varied greatly, and a woman’s access to funds tends to imply a greater risk of 

infidelity or questionable mobility. Juana, who has suffered years of abuse at the hands of 

her husband, claimed bluntly, “He makes decisions about everything. He even treats the 

children if they are sick, and they have never gone to a doctor. I just cook and clean, but 

nothing else.” In most cases, women are consulted about what is needed, but their 

husbands make the purchases and “buy as much as they can with the money they have.” 
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For example, one member of La Asociación who operates her own comedor (small-scale 

restaurant) reports that she makes decisions about minor purchases like food and supplies 

for her kitchen and restaurant, but her husband is responsible for all major purchases 

(including appliances and furniture).  any women say this is simply because “he has the 

experience and he knows the prices of such things better than I do.” 

With rising prices and expanding desire for “luxury” items (such as cell phones, 

televisions, DVD players, and the generators or electricity use needed to power them), 

men have an increasingly difficult time accessing sufficient income. Increasingly, 

families are switching to products that get higher prices at market (most recently, they are 

choosing maracuya [passionfruit]), and many now send adolescent children to perform 

temporary day-labor in other parts of Ecuador, such as the African palm plantations in 

northern Esmeraldas. Families are also moving to Quinindé or the central village of Las 

Cruces, where men have more employment opportunities (for example, as day laborers, 

drivers [to transport people, livestock, or large barrels of water from nearby rivers to sell 

in the village], construction workers, elementary school professors, and health 

professionals or administrators at the Las Cruces Subcentro). Not insignificantly, the 

need for cash income has also reshaped gender norms, as the need for cash income 

reshapes the permissibility of women’s productive work. As women have taken on more 

visible roles in the household economy, men have noticed that they are both responsible 

and trustworthy.   

Gendered Dynamics of Community Participation 
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It is usually expected that men will participate in community meetings and 

organizations for the school, the Town Council, or other community-wide initiatives. 

Women claimed to only fulfill these responsibilities in their husband’s absence, but many 

more women were involved than reported.  As Sofia explained,  

If, for example, there is a meeting of the Padres de Familia, and my husband is 

not present, I can replace him. And in this case, I don’t have to ask his permission, 

because it’s not right that he isn’t there when he has to pay our family dues, for 

example. So of course I will go, because I am the mother. They are also my 

children and I am also responsible for them (Interview, 2003).  

Women accompany their husbands to meetings, or take their place in certain situations. 

For example, Fátima reports, “ y husband is boss. He is in charge when he is here, but 

when he is not, I am in charge.”  ost women acknowledged that they did not agree with 

this logic, but many were willing to abide by it in order to avoid conflict. In particular, 

they contested the restrictions on women’s mobility and women’s participation in 

household decision-making, as well as the refusal of their husbands to assist with 

domestic duties. However, women never challenged their perceived responsibilities in 

and of themselves, but rather they took great pride in them (for example, they accepted 

their responsibilities, but wanted more power to fulfill them). When discussing the 

division of responsibilities in her home, one woman stated, “men and women each have 

their own type of work, the problem is that both must be considered equally valuable.”
64

  

 
 
 
 

                                                
64 As Pfeiffer (2003) also found evidence of this important distinction in that, “The assignment of 

responsibility for spheres of activity did not appear contentious; rather, conflict emerged over how much 

money should be allocated to each sphere” (118). 
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Gendered Mobility and Family Ties 

Household decision-making is closely tied to male and female mobility; women 

are discouraged from leaving their homes for a number of reasons, including perceptions 

of danger, physical weakness, and weakness of character (tied to immoral temptation). 

Whereas men are virtually unrestricted in their movements, most women are severely 

limited. Women are expected to stay within the domestic sphere     a space that comprises 

the home and its immediate surroundings     where they might wash clothes, care for 

livestock, or tend a shop. As a result, many Las Colinas women only leave their 

communities when an emergency arises, such as an illness in the family. A woman in a 

distant community described the link between decision-making power and mobility in 

straightforward terms:  

My husband makes all the economic decisions in our household, because he is the 

one that leaves for the outside. He is physically stronger and can get out more 

easily. For example, he can sleep somewhere midway if necessary, whereas I 

could not. I only go out [to the city, or central community of Las Cruces] if there 

is illness in the household, if a child is sick and I need to accompany him or her. 

So I make decisions about treating illnesses of my children (Interview, 2008).  

Though seemingly informed by practical reasoning, this perception is molded by gender 

norms that take on an air of naturalized legitimacy. Intimately tied to these perceptions is 

the understanding that women are more physically vulnerable to physical and sexual 

violence. Due to strong values associated with virginity, women are discouraged from 

traveling, particularly traveling alone, because of fears of rape (Howell 2004). Rape, for 

example, would deflower the girl or woman, making her less attractive for marriage and 

inflicting her with the stigma as a loose woman. Simply by traveling alone, a woman 
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could be blamed for having been raped or assaulted because of her lack of discretion. As 

Maria, a member of La Asociación, explained so eloquently,  

Maria: Sometimes we women are criticized, especially when a woman goes to 

the city to sell something, for example. We are told that rogues will steal from us 

and rape us. I used to be afraid. About all of this we have learned a lot [since 

joining La Asociación]. That we should not have this fear, because we can also 

leave the region like any other woman, like any other human being, without 

problems.  

Karin: So, do many women now feel comfortable selling and buying in the city?  

Maria: Many, no. But some do buy and sell now on their own. And though I used 

to do it in the past, I am more comfortable now. All of this we have learned 

through time (Interview, 2003).  

One aspect of women’s empowerment in Las Colinas is the realization that certain 

fears and community pressures have been socially constructed to reinforce the oppression 

of women. Julia, a woman from a distant community, described herself as someone who 

is constantly worrying. While she first cited financial reasons for rarely leaving her 

community, she also said “well, it’s also I guess because I just don’t want to leave. I 

always worry about things. It scares me to leave. They tell us so many bad things. So I 

just don’t go to the outside, only when I have to get my bono estatal (welfare check, to 

which only a few are entitled).” As an uneducated, hardly literate woman, it is 

understandable that these forays into the city invoke fear and unease. 

Although it varied, women were much less likely than men to retain contact with 

their families outside the region.
65

 In June 2003, Juana told me: My family lives in 

 anabí, and we don’t have any contact whatsoever.” At this point in the conversation, 

                                                
65 Because of remote access and difficult living conditions, it was rare that newly arrived couples brought 
their parents into the region, which is further evidenced by the low number of elderly people in the region. 

Most couples were between the ages of 20 and 40 forty years old when they first arrived. Even if networks 

of siblings moved together to the region, most families in Las Colinas have significant extended family 

networks in other regions of Ecuador, predominantly in Manabí, and in many cases they have not retained 

regular contact with them. 
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she began crying profusely. I asked her if she wanted to take a break, or end the 

interview, especially considering that her husband had stepped out only for a minute and 

was due to return shortly. Instead, she assured me that it really helped her to talk to me, 

and that her husband knew this fact made her sad, so it would not surprise nor anger him.  

She continued, “I have not visited my family for more than twelve years.   y 

husband  just doesn’t let me go visit them. He always tells me what to do, both 

inside and outside the house. I just stay quiet and calm. Things have improved 

most recently [since moving to Las Cruces from a more distant community], and 

he doesn’t hit me very much anymore. 

 
Furthermore, women who had suffered domestic violence in their homes were more 

likely to have no contact with their families. Women’s lack of extended family networks 

severely impedes them from leaving violent households, or using their networks for 

‘bargaining power,’ potential interventions, or general support during difficult 

circumstances.   

As Juana notes above, her husband’s control of her life and mobility have forced 

her to end relations with her family, which was a source of extreme pain. Her husband 

has effectively cut her off from all friends and family, thus ensuring that she does not 

have the option to leave him. Juana has no one to turn to in her own family, and the 

remote isolation of many homes in the region precludes and limits the possibility of 

interventions by neighbors.   

On the other hand, most women of La Asociación and other community 

organizations had greater involvement with their extended families, and many of them 

visited both their and their husband’s family regularly. However, Sofía, one prominent 

member of La Asociación who had recently separated from her husband, acknowledged 
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her difficulties in visiting family even if she had some decision-making authority within 

her home. 

Yes, it’s true, it has been very difficult  for women to travel freely  because of our 

husbands. For me, even if I have had some [relative] freedom to make these 

decisions [having been a member of La Asociación] and to say ‘I’m going,’ the 

first thing my husband would ask is: what about the children? Now I know myself 

where I could leave the children, and I do not have to answer to him. If I need to 

get a job to get there, fine, because it hurts me that my grandmother, who raised 

me like a mother, is getting very old and fragile and I need to visit her soon and 

it’s been so long.
66

 (Interview, 2003) 

 

In general, women who are active in community organizations may be judged for 

their excessively public roles, but their affiliation also provides them with a legitimized 

excuse. When first joining the La Asociación, many women felt extremely sensitive to 

community commentary, even believing themselves that they had betrayed their family. 

With time, they came to understand the other kinds of contributions they were making to 

their family through their participation in La Asociación. Though people continued 

calling them mandarinas, they felt more self-assured having a group of supportive 

women to remind them that they were only acting in the best interest of their families. 

Though the gossip continued, the women learned to eventually ignore it. Each year, I 

have noticed more women walking freely within and between communities, on their way 

to visit other homes or villages, attend meetings, or make purchases.  

Contradictory Roles: Wife-Mother-Lover 

                                                
66 Women, like Sofía, who deviate from female cultural norms are labeled mandarinas (or mujeres que 

saben mandar, women who calls the shots); thus, women who travel consistently to Las Cruces or 

Quinindé are often called mandarinas.  
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The tensions between the expectations of women as wife and as mother come to the fore 

when certain decisions arise, such as decision regarding the well-being of children within 

the home. To fulfill their domestic tasks and care for children, women face serious 

obstacles. Leaving the domestic space is often interpreted as a woman’s neglect of her 

household and wifely duties. Therefore, decision-making about illnesses in the household 

varies greatly. Women tend to take care of and monitor sick family members while the 

member is still at home, but men often make the decision about seeking treatment, 

because deciding whether or not to seek treatment from a local healer, a clinic, or a 

hospital is largely an economic decision. These decision-making moments, however, can 

create significant tension within the household, especially when a husband’s and a wife’s 

priorities clash. For example, in 2007, I was confronted by a woman who asked if I could 

accompany her and her young son to the hospital because he was gravely ill. She told me 

she had money, but she wanted me to come because she thought her husband would not 

be as angry if he knew I was with her. She could not find him, and therefore could not 

ask his permission, yet she was desperately conflicted because she knew her son needed 

immediate medical attention. As we were preparing to leave, her husband appeared in the 

village and I could hear him berating her in the main plaza. I knew him quite well and 

interrupted them, expecting that he would stop criticizing her in my presence. Instead, he 

continued,  

Karin, I don’t know what to do with this woman. I’m happy you would have 

gone, because she doesn’t know a thing. She probably would have paid the 

doctors hundreds of dollars for nothing because they would just take advantage of 

her stupidity. All of our money would have disappeared and I’m sure our son 

wouldn’t have gotten any decent help.  
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He then refused to take his son to the hospital because he had business to attend to, and 

she broke down crying. I told him that the health center doctor had recommended the 

child be taken to the hospital immediately, and that I could help pass on a message to the 

person with whom he had to meet so he himself could go to the hospital. Eventually, we 

were able to resolve the situation, and he did accompany his son, while his wife went 

back home (she had “irresponsibly” left three children behind). His son spent a week in 

the hospital in Santo Domingo, but eventually recovered. The bind in which many 

women find themselves is clear. On the one hand, her husband was probably right on 

some level, as she might not have been able to successfully advocate for her son’s 

treatment because of her lack of education and know-how. Having had to take care of 

eight children, she has rarely left her community; she has not been allowed to visit the 

city and certainly has limited experience in business transactions and with authority 

figures. On the other hand, in this case, she found that her duties to her husband and to 

her child were at odds with one another. Many women decide to report domestic violence 

precisely when faced with this moral contradiction, when their husband’s demands put 

their children’s health and well-being into jeopardy. In this case, she has wanted to leave 

her husband for many years, but she says she has nowhere to go, and no family to rely on 

anymore. 

Although there are distinct cultural norms and expectations associated with men 

and women in Las Colinas, observation of daily life revealed that the “separate spheres” 

of activity were less distinct in practice. Women may be more likely to take on male 

responsibilities than men are to perform women’s tasks, though we should also recall 
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Don Kelvin’s admission (“Now I help cook food at home, and do laundry – heck, I even 

wash all my family’s underwear!”). Not only are these norms in flux, but also women are 

finding ways to leverage for more flexibility in cases when they can argue that their 

actions are in line with family needs. After all, women are in a particularly compromised 

position: while they are most in tune with the subsistence and survival needs of the 

family, they are also the least able to generate income. In addition, if women also have 

low bargaining power in their households, they are not likely to be able to discuss such 

matters openly with their husbands, as men may interpret such dialogue as an insult to 

their ability to provide. Sofía confirms that many woman are now resisting their positions 

of low bargaining power, 

But now we are seeing a change. Say I need five dollars, because my children 

need notebooks for school. And someone comes along, asking if I’d like to sell 

my chicken. Of course I will sell it, because I know my children need the money. 

That should not be seen as me trying to gain my freedom, or me doing what the 

heck I want to do. I am doing it for my home (Interview, 2005). 

 

Despite the great variability and increasing evidence of shared decision-making in many 

households, “when one person dominates the choices, this person is usually a man” 

(Gutmann 1996). 

Social Change 

Previously, men were the sole family members with direct access to cash income. 

Many women are gaining control over some or all cash in their households, as it has 

become more acceptable for women to be in charge of small businesses or make 

purchases for the family. Many people laud La Asociación and other microcredit projects 

for proving women’s abilities to handle cash and economic transactions. The notion that 
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men are irresponsible in their spending habits was also reiterated on numerous 

occasions.
67

 One woman, who continues to be severely abused by her husband, claimed 

that it never made sense to her how he could always have so little money available for the 

family. Then she realized, “he was hiding money from me a lot of the time, and for that 

reason, I suspect he has another woman. He is in charge of all the resources.”
68

  

Many women now have direct access to credit (in their own name, not in their 

husband’s) through La Asociación and other microcredit initiatives. In Las Cruces, 

numerous women currently run storefronts (selling school supplies, candy, bread, or 

DVDs) attached to the home, or operate comedores (mini-restaurants). A few women also 

work as school professors in their communities, though it is rare for older women in the 

region to have the high school degree that is required for this position, and younger 

women with this degree generally want to seek employment elsewhere.  

Older women who play a significant role in household decision-making report 

that this took a long time for them to achieve. Each had to gain her husbands’ trust and 

become accustomed to tasks and responsibilities beyond her prescribed role. Sofía 

described this transition,  

Step by step, especially after I started with La Asociación, I started making more of 

the decisions. He took notice, and with time, he realized that I was able to buy a lot 

with a little money, and he gained confidence in me. Now it ceases to be much of a 

problem. Though he made all the economic decisions in the past, now we do it 

together. I always noticed that he seemed to waste a lot of money.  

                                                
67 Consistently, studies have shown that men and women differ greatly in their spending habits, with 

women committing a much greater percentage of their income to expenses related to nutrition, health, and 

well-being of family members, especially children (Brown 1989; Pfeiffer 2003).  
68 But she went on to say, in a hushed voice, “I have started hiding some money too, to save it for 

emergencies. What else can I do?” 



159 

 

Genoveva, who is very active in community organizations, had a similar response. She 

claimed that she took almost all the decisions because, 

 y husband has a lot of confidence in me. He doesn’t like to leave our community, 

and he knows that he will always spend more money than I will. Sure, people call me 

a mandarina, but it’s just ignorance and a lack of civilization. My husband and I 

dialogue, which is the most important. My husband understands me, and I understand 

that when he gets bravo, I just have to wait and be patient until he cools off and is in a 

better mood. The most important thing is that I have confidence in myself, and now 

he has confidence in me too. I have to set an example, to show others what I can do 

and who I am.  

Courtship and Marriage  

Most couples in Las Colinas often opt for common-law marriages because of the 

economic costs and bureaucratic difficulties associated with legal marriages. One survey 

of the region documented that 66 percent of couples interviewed were married by 

consensual union, 29 percent of couples were legally married, 3 percent were separated, 

and 2 percent (only men) were single (Friederic and Roberge 2002).
69

 Uniones libres are 

“consensual unions that may be as stable as formalized marriages but which do not 

immediately confer all material and jural rights of a legal marriage” (Howell 2004:335). 

Both forms of marital union are respected and accepted in the region, and the distinction 

between the two types is rarely made. Most couples opt for uniones libres for economic 

reasons. If the costs of the marriage license itself do not deter the couple, costs of 

transportation, obtaining proper identification and holding a formal celebration often do.  

                                                
69 This correlates with other data in the region, such as my own interviews with 22 women in 2003. Of 

these women, 67 percent were in uniones libres or consensual unions, 21 percent were legally married, and 

12 percent were separated or divorced (the percentage of divorce was higher than average in this sample 

because women who were divorced or separated were much more forthcoming and interested in talking 

with me at that early stage of my research). 
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When I asked one woman about the difference between unión libre and formal 

marriage, she contemplated for a while, and eventually replied,  

Well, I can’t say exactly, but it just seems like things work better for those who 

are married. I don’t know, but it just all seems better in formalized marriages. In 

marriages, the couple respects each other more. They only truly respect each other 

when they are really married. Like Don X and Doña Z, you never even hear 

rumors about them fighting or anything. We all respect them as a couple, even. 

But, of Don A and Doña B and those people who are only comprometidos, you 

hear all sorts of horrible things about what happens in their households 

(Interview, 2007). 

After six years of being in a unión libre with her husband, Leonela told me that 

she and her husband were planning to get formally married. When I joked with her and 

asked what gave her that crazy idea, she responded,  

Well, now it’s different. Now we actually understand each other. Before, we were 

fighting all the time, we were young, and even if we loved each other, we didn’t 

know any better. But now there is comprensión in our home. So we’ve been 

talking recently about how we’d like to get married, because we are more serious 

in our commitment (Interview, 2007). 

Of the women I interviewed, the average age of marriage was 17 years old. However, 

most women reported that they thought young women were marrying at a later age today 

than before. They suspected that this was because many women recognize the importance 

of getting an education before settling down, and many parents are being more adamant 

about this as well. In addition, many young women continue to have children out-of-

wedlock at an early age, but because of disputes regarding paternity (or their 

“immaturity,” as one woman called it), they do not settle with the fathers of their 

children.  ost of the marriages, or ‘kidnappings,’ that I witnessed also took place among 

men and women between the ages of fourteen and nineteen. In almost all of these young 

marriages, the couple has children almost immediately.  
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For many of the reasons mentioned above, young men are resorting to 

“kidnapping” their future wives. Though I know that this practice is increasing, I am 

unclear as to how much it was practiced in the past. As it was explained to me, young 

couples publicly meet each other generally at dances or other gatherings. Though they 

may meet each other privately on other occasions, they do so clandestinely, as their 

parents would disapprove and community gossip would result. For example, after 

becoming closer friends with a group of teenage girls (aged 14 – 17), I was very surprised 

to learn that two of them had been dating boys for over two years. I had seen them with 

their boyfriends in public on numerous occasions, but had never suspected any romance. 

In both of these cases, the girls kept it private from everyone but their closest friends, 

until the day that they were robada (stolen) during the night.
70

 As a friend explained, 

“often this happens when the guy doesn’t have the money to get married. So instead he 

comes in the night, like a conquistador, and he steals the girl from the home of her 

parents.” Usually, the couple will decide the details beforehand so the girl can pack a 

small bag and prepare herself to meet her ‘fiancé.’
71

 At some point in the middle of the 

night, her suitor will await her outside her parent’s home. Sometimes a whistle or a 

thrown rock will signal her, or she will simply meet him at a preordained place. The 

couple will then return to the suitor’s home, or another location, and begin living together 

until weeks later when they finally return to her parents’ home to announce their marriage 

and call for a brindis (toast). Young women are usually accepting of the kidnapping as a 

                                                
70 In other contexts, such as in Oaxaca,  exico, “marriage by robbing” is called rapto, and is a much more 

violent form whereby women are violently carried off and forced to have sexual intercourse with, and to 

‘prove’ their virginity to, their ‘boyfriends’ (Howell 200 ). 
71 This often happens while they are talking at a baile, or through handwritten notes exchanged and sent via 

younger brothers, sisters, or friends. 
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convenient way to circumvent getting proper approval from her parents. It is believed that 

if the young couple manages to be together for the entire night (and presumably the boy 

takes the girl’s virginity), they will receive the parent’s blessing. While this was 

commonplace in the past, parents are now less likely to automatically grant their blessing, 

as considerations about the girls’ education, employment, and future have become 

increasingly important to them (as we will see in the story about Carlos that ends this 

chapter). 

A young girl in Las Colinas may decide to marry early for many reasons. Local 

gender norms promote the idea that, in order to begin their lives as adults, young women 

should begin families of their own. In addition, many young girls agreed to be ‘robbed,’ 

or decide to marry because they are looking for opportunities to leave their homes. 

Field Notes, July 2003:  

Today I visited Ana and José’s family on my trek back from El Carmen. I was 

extremely surprised when I saw Ana and her two daughters upstairs with a 

newborn baby – though I was good friends with Sara two years ago, I haven’t 

seen her all this time. I knew that she had left her home just after I last saw her – I 

was told simply that she was ‘whisked’ away by a lover and they left for a 

community just outside the region. Her mother then explained how it happened, 

with a shortened version of the story, by saying, “one day a guy touched her (la 

tocó), kissed her, and the next day she was off, as she had never been touched 

before.” Anyway, Sara looked really great and very happy. Her daughter was only 

a few months old. Sara was 17 years old and her husband, whom I had passed on 

the road, was 19, so she had left the house at 15 years old. Last year I heard from 

someone that she left the house because she hated her father so much, this was in 

line with stories I had heard before about how José treats his family – especially 

his oldest daughter. He would lock her up when boys would come over. Plus, I 

often talked to the girls themselves about how their father mistreats them and how 

they just really didn’t like him at all.  
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Later, a seventeen-year-old friend named Carly described an episode of 

heartbreak that she had experienced the previous year. She insisted she was sick of men 

and she wanted to leave the region, work as a seamstress in Quito, and eventually make 

her way to the United States where she could get a well-paying job. However, a month 

later, I was surprised to learn that Carla had been robada and was suddenly happily 

married, living in her own home in a nearby village. When we finally spoke, she was 

dismissive about our earlier conversation; she simply responded, “Ah, Karin, things 

change and I have liked him for a while, so whatever, I’m happy.” It soon struck me, 

however, that she had always complained about living with her stepfather. When I asked 

her sister about it, she replied, “I think it’s great.  y mother was not so happy at first, but 

now she’s supportive. She knows it was hard in the house because Carla and [my 

mother’s  husband were often quarreling, so now it will be better for everyone.”  

In this case, I learned many years later that Carla’s problems with her stepfather 

were rooted in abuse. As she put it, “he would touch me inappropriately,” and this went 

on for years. When I inquired as to whether or not her mother knew, she said that her 

mother had to have known, but that her mother never mentioned it or intervened. On one 

occasion, she recalls her stepfather beating her mother, and she suspected that his abuse 

of her was the cause of the discussion. I further elaborate on this case in Chapter Six, but 

it is critical to note the ways that social and familial relations become fractured in 

situations such as this one. The mother undoubtedly knows about the violence, but due to 

fears for her own security, safety, and future (and those of her other five children), she 

refuses to acknowledge it. The stepfather gets away with this because it is a private 
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matter, legal recourse is virtually non-existent (especially at this time, approximately ten 

years ago), and because fear silences everyone around him. Furthermore, if other families 

or community members became aware of the situation, it is likely that the girl herself 

would be blamed for tempting her stepfather (and she might forego future relationships if 

it was public knowledge that she was abused, whether or not her virginity was technically 

intact). Though a confluence of factors are involved, young girls (and young men, most 

likely) see marriage as one of the only viable ways to leave their parents’ home, and 

many times this is tied to abuse experienced within the household.  

Talking about Sex 

During my interviews, most women and men claimed to never broach the subject of sex 

with their children. According to one woman, 

The most that parents will say to their children is that plants need water, good soil 

and a seed to grow, and this is what parents must contribute to make a child. They 

really say nothing at all, because they refuse to talk about it directly. But at the 

same time, children are dying of curiosity. Imagine, everyone lives together in the 

same small house, often in the same room. They know something is happening 

between their parents, but they don’t know quite what - just something about 

growing plants. They will find out for themselves much more quickly. 

 

However, I discovered that the elementary school textbook had recently incorporated 

fairly explicit material about love and sexual relationships. The textbook (2007) stated 

the following:  

Every day, a certain man and a certain woman are attracted to one another, they 

fall in love, love is born and they become partners. Most of these couples will 

then marry. 

 

Love makes them feel the need to be together, to touch, to kiss, to be faithful to 

one another! Being in love is one of the most beautiful feelings (sensations) that 

men and women experience. 
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When two people are in love, they need to be together, and they marry for love 

and to "make love." This is a personal and private act between 

two adults who love each other. Often people are ashamed to talk about 

it. However, the love, I repeat, is the most beautiful and natural act between 

a man and a woman. 

 

When a man and woman who love each other marry and have sex, during this act 

of love the male ejaculates his semen into the depths of the woman's vagina. 

When the sperm fertilizes an egg (within the woman), this forms a new human 

being with the parent’s characteristics. Therefore, the child is the fruit of the 

couple’s love. 

 

Together, both man and women experience love and great joy. Sex then allows 

them to procreate, that is, bring a new being into the world who they can care for, 

and who in return can love them with great care as well.
72

  

 

 This fascinating excerpt portrays sex as both natural and romantic. Though the 

influence of Catholicism is apparent in its emphasis on sex-as-procreation, the message 

also seems to imply that love and sex are synonymous. Undoubtedly, these messages 

pique sexual curiosity because of the silences that have always existed around the topic of 

sex in local household; this curiosity plays a large role in early marriages and 

pregnancies. Although parents and children do not openly discuss sexuality due to 

‘vergüenza’ (embarrassment or shyness) since it has never been a customarily 

comfortable topic, another reason why parents are not permissive of their children’s, 

especially girls’, sexual conduct is also due to perceptions of gender differences. Parents 

are also intolerant of their daughters engaging in any intimate interactions with young 

men because they view them as overly aggressive, disrespectful and untrustworthy. After 

I asked her about her children and if she believed they would soon marry, Sofía 

responded: 

                                                
72 Translated from Spanish by the author. 
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I have to be careful with my children, with my daughter especially, and I don’t 

want to be too protective. But when I see that a young boy does not come from a 

good father, who is responsible for teaching him, I tell her firmly not to marry 

early. And the worst is that we Ecuadorians see and believe that the man has the 

right to just leave a woman. I always remind my son, “Don’t take advantage of 

the weakness of a young girl. Respect her. Never think that you need her only to 

sleep with her.” That’s a problem here in Ecuador. On the other hand, I have 

noticed that when the volunteers come through here, I see that some of the men 

and women can sleep next to each other, even in the same bed and nothing will 

happen. There, there is a lot of respect. But here, there isn’t. Here, you can’t trust 

a man like that. If he’s young, you can’t trust him because he already knows about 

her weakness, and he won’t respect it. For the volunteers, it seems that one thing 

is friendship and the other is love. A boy and girl can talk to one another, play 

games, discuss and there is none of this sexual pressure. My son remembers what 

I have told him, to respect women. And people have even called him a 

homosexual for that. He has it ingrained in his brain now, what I have always told 

him. I tell him even that to see a woman’s naked body should not be such a big 

deal, or a cause for disrespect. It could be his sister. And he should respect her. I 

say that to all three of my sons, that they should respect a girl, as they would want 

their sister to be respected. I don’t want to see this that they would take advantage 

of anyone. I don’t want any of that evil coming from my family. I would explode 

with anger if I saw that. I have had enough of that (Interview, 2003). 

  

Although discourses about sexuality and marriage are shifting among younger 

generations, the day-to-day needs that arise in Las Colinas compel younger men and 

women to begin families at a young age, in much the same way their parents did. Women 

in La Asociación began recognizing their own roles in perpetuating gender norms in the 

way they raise their sons and daughters. Not only do they recognize that the use of 

violence can increase the likelihood that their sons use violence in the future, but also 

they have begun to recognize that more subtle techniques of socialization are significant, 

such as coaxing children into strictly adhering to gender roles from an early age. When I 

asked about younger women and community change during a conversation about women 

and leadership in the region, Lilia responded,  
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Older women in this region have taken the lead because we have been forced to 

seek solutions for our homes, our families, and our needs. Now, most young 

people think we have everything, and there’s not much worth fighting for here. 

When they are young, they don’t think of others, they’re only thinking of 

themselves, still. But there are still many women who are pained by the simple 

realities of daily life, here. Many of their mothers continue to be dominated in 

their relationships, they can’t leave their homes and yet they just let the same 

thing happen to their daughters. Her daughters will be in the same spot: belittled 

and demeaned (humillada) and marginalized (marginada) in their relationships 

when they are older. But as young girls, they will be the first to be married, 

seduced by the initial romance and the attention from a man, but they have no 

idea what they are in for and what their lives will become.  

 

In this way, we can recognize the processes of social reproduction whereby gender 

ideologies are transferred from generation to generation, but not without contest or 

change.  As Gutmann (1996) aptly notes in his research on gender and sexuality in la 

colonia of Santo Domingo in Mexico, 

transformations among women have had a profound effect on men in direct and 

indirect ways” . . . that is, in these particularly historical circumstances, and 

intentionally or not, women have often played the role of catalysts for change 

among the population more broadly, and not just with regard to gender inequality. 

And part of the process in which women challenge men to change their thinking 

and practice involves the contradictions between consciousness that has been 

uncritically inherited and that which arises in the course of practically 

transforming the world (93). 

 

In later chapters, I discuss in greater detail the ways in which involvement in the 

Women’s Bank has created these material changes in daily life, and how this has helped 

affect changes in ideology among men and women in the region. I show how the 

adoption of new subjectivities has emerged in tandem with human rights discourses and 

material change, as livelihood opportunities become increasingly delimited in the region.   

Planning Families  
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 Most of the families in Las Colinas are nuclear families, comprised of a mother, 

father, and children living separately from other extended family members. However, 

many older couples care for children and grandchildren simultaneously. On many 

occasions, the young parents live in the city to seek employment, or they might wish to 

avoid the stigma of having children out of wedlock, and leave their children in the care of 

their grandparents. Women interviewed in 2003 reported having an average of seven 

living children at the time of the interview (Friederic 2004; Friederic and Roberge 

2002).
73

 Data from the 110 families surveyed in 2002 demonstrates that, at the time of 

interview, 39 percent of families had one to two children living at home at the time, 47 

percent had three to five children, 13 percent had six to eight, and 1 percent had more 

than nine children at home (Friederic and Roberge 2002).
74

 Women who I interviewed 

had an average of 5.3 children with their current partner. However, 2002 survey data 

regarding reproductive health of women demonstrates that an average of 5.89 

pregnancies in a woman’s lifetime (Friederic and Roberge 2002). 

Education about family planning has been introduced and promoted by the 

Ecuadorian Ministry of Health through hospitals and rural clinics throughout the country. 

For example, health education messages regarding family planning are disseminated 

through radio announcements, which reach many of the families of Las Colinas. In 

addition, the Subcentro de Salud has been extensively promoting family planning since 

2001. El Subcentro organizes multiple medical brigades throughout the year. During 

                                                
73 From demographic information collected from interviews with twenty women in 2003, the average 

number of living children was 6.63. The average age of the women was 42.1, and they had been married 

(legally or common-law) for an average of 24 years total.  
74 Though he used different ranges from those employed in previous surveys, Eckhardt (2006) found that 

52.3% of houses had three to five members total, and 33% had six to eight members in the home. 
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brigades, a doctor, nurse, dentist and La Fundación volunteers, travel to each community 

to provide immunizations, medical and dental consultations, family planning and health 

education workshops. In 2002, a volunteer of La Fundación offered workshops on 

reproductive health and family planning in nine different communities. Soon thereafter, 

many couples traveled to the Subcentro de Salud for family planning consultations, after 

which they were able to acquire birth control pills and condoms for free. In addition, a 

midwife from the region also told me that she consistently urges young couples to use 

contraception, to limit their family size in accordance with their family’s resources, and 

to focus on “the quality of their children’s lives, not the quantity of children.” However, 

the following excerpt from my field notes also demonstrates the persistent reverence for 

fertility in the region: 

Field Notes (2004): So many women here, especially from La Asociación de 

Mujeres have been telling me explicitly that marriage and family norms are 

changing, as they are coming to understand the value of limiting family size and 

using contraception. Everyone tends to talk positively to me about the pill and the 

importance of family planning (but that might be because of my affiliation with 

the health center). So I was more than a little surprised when I spoke to some 

friends about the Father’s Day celebration a couple of weeks ago at the school in 

Las Cruces (I was on a medical brigade, and unable to go). Apparently, each year 

people elect a “Father of the Year” from the region. This year, an 85-year old man 

from won because he had 26 children. When I asked who the super-woman was 

that gave birth to all these children, Diana told me that he had two women living 

in the same community, just down the river from each other. According to her, 

one woman had 12 children and the other 14. She lamented this fact, saying that 

of course this family is desperately poor and can’t feed their children. But they 

celebrate him as the most potent father of the region anyway.  

 

In Ecuador, rates of contraceptive use have increased steadily over the past twenty 

years. Between 2003 and 2008, prevalence of contraceptive use among women was 72% 

(UNICEF 2010). According to the country-wide population-based ENDEMAIN survey 
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conducted in 2004, the prevalence of contraceptive use among partnered women was 

72.7% (as compared to 33.6% in the 1979 ENF survey) (CEPAR 2005). In rural areas, 

the prevalence was 67.1, with the lowest rates of usage among girls between 15 and 19 

years of age (56.1%). Within Ecuador, women from the coast tend to have more children 

than women in the Sierra. Scrimshaw (1981) found that coastal village women have 

approximately two living children more than village women from the Andean Sierra 

(238). According to the United Nations, the crude birth rate in Ecuador has declined in 

half since 1970 (from 42 per 1000 people to 21 in 2008) (UNICEF 2010). Throughout the 

country, rates of contraceptive use have increased steadily over the past twenty years.  

In 2002, approximately 50% of women used some form of birth control (usually, 

the rhythm method, the pill or sterilization) (Friederic and Roberge 2002). 26.5% of 

women had used the pill, 12.5% of women were sterilized, 15% used other forms, and 

40% of women reported never having used any form of family planning (the remaining 

7% did not answer) (Friederic and Palombi 2001; Friederic and Roberge 2002).
75

 Today, 

this number has surely increased, though there is no updated population-based data to 

reflect this. The midwife in the central village, however, claims that she once birthed at 

least 12 children per year, but in the past four years she has only birthed four or five 

children per year. This, she attributes to family planning, as most women continue to 

prefer birthing with her and only in rare cases do women give birth at the health center or 

the hospital.  

                                                
75 Of 62 women reporting in the 2002 survey, 29 (47 percent) stated that they had used a form of family 

planning in the past. Of these, 43 percent had used the pill, 19 percent used an IUD device, 19 percent had 

had a tubal ligation, 6 percent reported using condoms, and the remaining 15 percent used other forms of 

contraception, including spermacide, home-based remedies, and implants (Friederic and Roberge 2002).   
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 Women have come to view family planning as one of the most important tools for 

female empowerment in the region. Although women are more willing to use 

contraceptives than their husbands, women reported that their husbands were becoming 

more accepting of it, and they were less likely to accuse women of infidelity, for 

example. However, this was often reported among older couples who had already had 

numerous children and who had likely established some degree of trust. According to 

health center staff, many women come to the health center seeking birth control with the 

desire to conceal its use from their husbands. In one case, a doctor inserted an IUD for a 

young girl, only to remove it the next day after the girl had been severely beaten by her 

husband when she disclosed her decision to have it inserted. 

 In general, people display much more openness about the use of family planning 

than they did five and ten years ago. As someone who has given workshops on family 

planning in the region from time-to-time, I am often approached by people asking 

questions, or soliciting advice about family planning. During a recent visit to Ecuador in 

July 2010, a 22-year old male told me (in front of all his friends) that he was concerned 

about a new policy at the health center whereby the doctor was insisting that everyone go 

through a full family-planning consultation in order to access the free condoms. As he put 

it, this means that they have to record people’s names, and young girls and boys would 

fear that their parent’s might learn of their visits. He wanted to let me know that young 

people would no longer go for condoms there, and would most likely not seek 

alternatives. The next day, I asked if he would come up to the health center, and we 

arranged a quick meeting with the doctor to discuss this situation. The doctor insisted that 
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it was Ministry policy, but we came up with a solution comply with policy and satisfy 

both the doctor and clinic patients.  

 However, while greater access to family planning is celebrated by most people in 

the region, I have also been reminded of the locally-salient moral consequences of a 

focus on family planning, which also serves to separate sex from reproduction. Many 

young girls are not fully aware of the distinction, as Diana explains, 

Young people, they are changing in some ways. But not in others, I guess. What 

they lack most are parents who raise them well. Parents are afraid of talking about 

sexuality, for example, and for that reason, young people don’t know much, and 

young girls are even worse off. They think that to find a partner, to be in a 

relationship, is to have sex with someone. I always tell them that sex is one thing 

and love is another. Sex is of the moment, but love is permanent. There is a lot 

that needs to be done in this area. Sometimes people come and give condoms and 

show kids how to use them, but what’s lacking is the moral part. That to have sex 

at a very early age is bad, you all don’t say that in your workshops. They think 

that putting on a condom is enough, but they don’t know that you have to respect 

your body, respect each other, and that having sex so early isn’t always good 

(Interview, 2007). 

Gendered Sexualities: Promiscuity and Infidelity 

Most men and women concede that men are much more likely to have extramarital affairs 

or relationships. However, they admit that women also cheat on their husbands, contrary 

to general assumptions. In one frank conversation with a divorced middle-aged woman 

who often referred to herself proudly as media-machista, I asked why women would risk 

marital infidelity in a situation where they were likely to be found out and beaten. She 

said,  

Well, my Karin, there are many things we cannot understand. But think about it, 

you have talked to me and other women about sex, about pleasure, about these 

things that most women here don’t dare to admit ever thinking about. These poor 

women, their husbands treat them like mothers, and never expect to have mutual 

pleasure with their wives. That is what the prostitutes are for. So, if you can 
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imagine, some of these women are dying for intimacy, to be touched, to be 

wanted. It’s no wonder that they want to go elsewhere sometimes. But if they do, 

it’s bad. And I don’t mean I agree, that is not right. But some do it anyway.  

 

When I finally was able to have frank conversations of this nature with a number 

of women, this response was commonplace. Many women knew nothing about sexual 

pleasure, and they felt that simply by thinking about it, that they were prostitutes.  One 

woman put it quite frankly, “Here, the men think that once you have a woman as your 

wife, she can no longer be your lover. But on the contrary, if a man would have his wife 

as his lover too, then there would be no need to replace her (or have another woman).”   

During many of our women’s group meetings, women would often ask me about 

sex. On one occasion, I asked a full room of older women if they knew what an orgasm 

was. Not only did the room erupt in laughs of discomfort, but also the idea of sexual 

pleasure was perceptibly shameful. Clara, one married woman who is remarkably open 

(and thus, many other women consider her to be totalmente loca) then started badgering 

me to explain it to the rest of the group. Finally, I convinced her to explain it herself, as 

she was one out of two women of the 20 present who openly admitted to having 

experienced an orgasm. Plus, I knew that her explanation and probable demonstration 

would be hilarious and provide a nice ice-breaker for the ensuing conversation (and I 

proved to be right). 

 I then asked women directly if they thought it was shameful, and one immediately 

replied, “I mean I know that it shouldn’t be, I guess. But I just don’t know, it doesn’t 

seem right.” At this point, Clara (la loca) asked me what I thought about giving oral sex. 

I was not sure how to respond; if I acted as if it were a normal part of sexual relations, the 
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women would invariably think I was disgusting. However, nor did I want to burden the 

idea with any more shame than it had already accumulated. Luckily, Clara broke in yet 

again, and starting rambling on (nearly too fast for me to understand) about how she’d 

tried it before, but found it way too humiliating and “I decided we should just leave that 

for the prostitutes, ¿diga? (don’t ya think?)”  

On the other hand, men who have been unfaithful to their wives are often forgiven 

because it is understood that their sexuality cannot be controlled. In one telling example, I 

learned that an older man in the village had kicked out his most recent wife Evelyn (of 

two years), and instead, had taken up with a fifteen year-old girl. He was seen with her all 

throughout town, and everyone was talking about how he had literally kicked his wife 

into the (unpaved) street. People saw her boarding the ranchera (passenger truck) for the 

town with her six children in tow. Eventually, the young girl disappeared and, upon my 

most recent visit, I was surprised to find Evelyn on the ranchera with me. She greeted me 

as she always had, asked how long I was visiting for, and told me to come by the house (I 

had gone by there to say hello numerous times in the past, but not once was I ever invited 

inside presumably because her husband would beat her if she had visitors. For this 

reason, we spent time on the stoop outside her home, visible to the whole community). I 

gathered the courage, and asked innocently, “Are you in the same house? I thought that 

you had left” In response, she laughed, “yes, of course I’m in the same house,” as if it 

were ridiculous that I asked. I then apologized, and said, “it’s just that I thought you and 

your husband had separated.” To which she responded, “Oh yes, but that was only for a 
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couple of months or so. You see, he was a little lost – well, sick – for a while, and had no 

control of his mind. But now he’s okay again.”  

In a similar instance, another young man separated from his wife of five years, 

and ran off with another woman. He and the new woman were open with people about 

being passionately in love with each other. People judged him for having left his wife and 

children, but presuming that he would continue supporting them, they excused him 

because he was “so in love.” His parents, however, were wholly unsupportive and they 

did all they could to convince him to return to his wife. After a few months of what 

seemed to be a fairly stable relationship, he split with his new girlfriend without any 

explanation. Although many people did not have much compassion for her as the “other 

woman,” everyone could tell she was devastated. Eventually he told her that he and his 

family believed that she had given him some form of potion, which had led him to fall for 

her against his will. In his mind, there was no other explanation for his irresponsible 

actions, but now that he was aware of her powers, she could no longer trick him, and he 

would devote himself to his wife and children again.  

Upon hearing this story, I was amused and could only laugh at what I deemed to 

be a preposterous excuse. However, it made complete sense to everyone else, and no one 

else seemed to recognize how convenient that rationale served everyone but the young 

girls. His wife and parents could easily forgive him, as he had simply fallen prey to this 

girl’s conniving magic. Whether or not the girl (in the first case) had actually given 

Evelyn’s husband a potion, she was still responsible for tempting him (even at the young 

age of fifteen).   
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Rape, Violence, and Gendered Impunity 

The fear of rape shapes the lives of young women in Las Colinas from a very 

early age. For example, young girls are never allowed to run off unaccompanied. If they 

do, they risk being blamed for tempting men, both young and old. Women are told to 

never walk alone, lest they might be attacked by a man. Upon hearing this, I would often 

prod people by asking, “Really? You think a man might just attack a woman if he sees 

her walking along on the road?” In response, women insisted, “You never know, but it’s 

been known to happen. Especially if it’s some drunk.” Central to this notion is the idea 

that men’s sexual urges are inherently uncontrollable. It is not a man’s responsibility to 

control his urges; it is a woman’s responsibility not to tempt him. For this reason, 

polyandry is understood and accepted because a man’s sexual desire is limitless. In fact, 

it is healthier for all if he has multiple outlets for his desire, as implied in the second 

quotation that introduces this chapter, 

Young men, without a place to de-stress (desahogarse) and unwind, they will 

only get into more problems – more fights, more violence, and all of your young 

girls will suffer, since they are more likely to be raped and get pregnant Dialogue 

from a community dispute about the opening of a brothel (Public Event, 2008). 

 

When I would ask people if there had ever been a case of rape in the region, the 

great majority claimed that there had not (others claimed that there was one incident 

about ten years ago, an incident which I would soon learn about). Thus I was quite 

surprised to learn of at least five incidents of rape through my interviews. Three young 

women been raped while visiting a city. One girl had been raped outside the schoolhouse 

in Las Cruces, but she was raped by a visitor from the outside. Somehow, despite the 
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regularity with which I heard of the threat of rape, actual acts of rape never seemed to 

occur between the region’s inhabitants. Or at least one never heard about these.  

During the end of my dissertation research period, I found out that a friend of 

mine had been accused of rape. In this case, Carlos – a nineteen year-old male – had 

sexual relations with a fifteen year-old girl. In most cases, her status as a minor would be 

overlooked, as most families in the region did not pay much attention to the status of 

legal adulthood. In this case, however, her parents were livid because he had entered their 

house when she was alone. Despite the fact that he was invited into the home, he took the 

blame because he trespassed the boundaries of the street into their domicile, which should 

have been a safe-space for her. She could not have been tempting him from within her 

own home.  

The girl’s mother     a strong, independent woman who worked as a professor     

took special pride in her many daughters, who were all diligently attending the regional 

high school. For this reason, she came to me in a complete panic late one evening to ask 

that I help administer a pregnancy test for her daughter. She did not want to raise 

suspicion by visiting the health center in the middle of the day. As she explained, “this 

boy has no respect. What he did was rape, rape of a minor. And he has to go to jail. 

Karin, you must help me.” Thus began a trying bout of negotiation between these two 

families, both of which I considered close friends. In my view, Carlos should be held 

accountable (in keeping with my expressed beliefs in justice that I openly endorsed), but 

sending him to jail for three years would not serve anyone in this situation. As it turns 

out, he told his family and also had tried to tell me that he had done something wrong 
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immediately after the incident occurred. As he and his family later explained, he was 

scared of what my reaction would be since “I always take the side of the women.” 

Despite my inner-discomfort with this straightforward interpretation of my position, I 

understood why they might have thought this. 

As rumors of this incident began to circulate throughout the village, many people 

began to openly question whether or not this was violación (rape). Carlos’ family was 

adamant that he had the girl’s consent (which, apparently, he did, as the girl later 

confirmed). They, like many others, could not understand that any sexual act with a 

minor constituted rape under the law. For them, implicit or explicit consent was enough; 

the truly important question was whether or not Carlos would assume responsibility for 

the girl and her baby. For this reason, his mother talked to him, had him agree to assume 

responsibility, and set up a meeting with the girl’s mother. I ran between the two families, 

as a messenger of sorts, as neither mother wanted to appear to be talking to one other in 

the public’s eye. The girl’s mother denied the request for the meeting, as she said, “I 

don’t want this irresponsible boy to be my son-in-law. He has rid her of the opportunity 

to continue her studies, and we don’t want him in this family. I will go ahead and press 

charges, and let the law deal with it.” In fear that he would have to serve significant jail 

time, Carlos left town and ran off to a major city in the middle of the night. He stayed 

away for a few months, on the pretext of finding good work to be able to support his 

child, only to return when emotions had calmed and the baby was about to be born. After 

these months, the girl’s mother rescinded the warrant for his arrest and he is now devoted 
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to providing economic support. He now visits the child, and the families get along better, 

but the girl’s family has forbidden that he become her husband. 

I end with this story to highlight how gendered ideas and practices are changing in 

the region now that women have access to the law. In this case, Carlos would have 

usually been forgiven as long as he complied with his responsibility as a father; his act of 

irresponsible sex (or rape) was not “on trial” in the eyes of the community. Ideas about 

gender in the region have undoubtedly been shaped over time by a number of factors, 

including the national legal system, human rights interventions and discourses, Roman 

Catholicism, and gender division of labor in coastal Manabí. As I explain in more detail 

in the next chapter, these factors have affected how women and men have thought about 

themselves, their bodies, and the rights and wrongs associated with their gendered selves. 

Despite the constant references to an unchanging culture of machismo or culture of 

violence, in this case we see multiple examples of cultural change – especially with 

regard to transforming structures of impunity. As Gutmann (1996) rightly warns, “While 

we must be cautious in our attempt to analyze changes in gender identities, we must also 

guard against what is frequently the even more debilitating contemporary notion that 

nothing ever does change, especially when it comes to life between women and men” 

(68).  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CAMPESINO FUTURES IN HISTORICAL 

PERSPECTIVE:  MIGRATION, HISTORY, AND THE STATE 

Wow. You are working with people from Manabí? Hmph. You need to be careful. 

I hate to say it, but they are truly primitive     the men, especially. They’re the most 

bruto of all Ecuadorians. And I say this as a well-informed person. I am from 

there. 

 

While conducting fieldwork, I was consistently told about of the “brutishness” of 

people from Manabí. While people would agree that all Ecuadorian men were macho, it 

was well-known that men from Manabí were the most violent, the most primitive, and the 

most machista of all. In fact, coastal rural Manabí brought to mind lawlessness and 

rampant violence – both between men, and against women. The statement above is one of 

many responses that I heard when I described my research. I became quite accustomed to 

these replies, and almost delighted in the consistency of this perception and the 

conviction with it was usually shared. In this case, however, I was especially surprised 

because these words were uttered by an anthropologist, now living in the United States, 

who was born in  anabí to “puras Manabas.” She had not only referred to her own 

people in disparaging terms, but she even used the term “primitive” – a discipline-wide 

taboo. 

In this chapter, I tease apart aspects of the myth of machismo and primitivism 

among the Manabitas by exploring the stereotypes themselves and providing historical 

grounding to explore the interplay of gender, violence and the state in this coastal 

province. I later demonstrate how these perceptions of Manaba campesinos as close-to-

nature resound in recent national discourse about gender and violence, especially as the 
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state imparts montubios with an ethnic identity through its embrace of pluriculturalism in 

the 2008 Constitution. I also explore the historical and political-economic dimensions of 

gender relations on the coast to get at how particular ideas about men’s and women’s 

roles and rights have become naturalized over time among coastal campesinos. An 

historical overview of the Manabí province provides insight into migration patterns from 

Manabí to Esmeraldas province, as well as the long-standing association of Manabí with 

violence. This chapter is based on oral histories, archival research, and secondary 

historical research about Manabí and the identity of the montubios (rural inhabitants of 

coastal Ecuador). The chapter title, Campesino Futures in Historical Perspective: 

Migration, History, and the State, suggests how coastal campesino struggles to ensure 

themselves a future is seen both as an assertion of autonomy and disputed 

marginalization.  anabí’s role as the site of the Liberal Revolution in 1895 also plays a 

role in cementing the perception of  anabas as “machete-wielding,” largely self-

governing montubios. In this chapter, I make it a central aim to unravel the second 

contradiction that I present in the introduction: that Las Colinas inhabitants seek to be 

both visible and invisible to the state, and I explore the historical dimensions of this 

dynamic.   

A Political History of Ecuador 

Ecuador’s political history has always been tumultuous, despite its reputation as a 

relatively peaceful and democratic country in Latin America. While violent protest and 

overthrow have been common to its historical legacy, Ecuador has avoided long-standing 

internal strife, civil wars, or the terrorizing authoritarian regimes that plagued many other 
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countries in Latin America during the 1960s through 1980s. Even today, political protest, 

civic uprising, and indigenous resistance signal both political instability and a rich and 

vibrant democracy (Striffler and de La Torre 2008a).
76

 This contradiction is paralleled by 

yet another: that “despite substantial oil reserves, productive land, a booming tourist 

industry, and a political climate that has often made it the envy of its northern and 

southern neighbors, Ecuador has been among South America’s poorest nations” (North 

2003; Striffler and de La Torre 2008b:4).  

 Ecuador’s vulnerability is linked to a number of key historical facts. First, 

Ecuador was “unevenly conquered” by the Spanish in the 1500s because it had only been 

partly incorporated into the Inca Empire at the time of the Conquest (Striffler and de La 

Torre 2008a:4). Second, the country’s development and its role in the world economy is 

(and always has been) driven principally by the export of a single commodity: first cacao, 

then banana, and now oil. Third, Ecuador’s diverse topography has underwritten a history 

of strong regional factionalism – politically split between the Sierra and the Costa – 

which has contributed to periodic, almost systemically recurring crises of 

(un)governability. Due to high rates of inequality and challenges facing most of 

Ecuador’s population (not the least of which include reductions in social services, 

coupled with high rates of unemployment, and a currency and economy pegged to the 

United States dollar, both literally and figuratively), “the country is not only once again 

                                                
76 Scholars have explained this “relatively low level of state repression” as being linked to the weakness of 

a fragmented elite in Ecuador (due to staunch regionalism), and to “the unwillingness of the armed forces 

to massacre fellow citizens” (Striffler and de La Torre 2008b:6) 
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ungovernable; it is simply unlivable” (Acosta 2002; North 2003; Striffler and de La Torre 

2008b:5).   

 This tumultuousness and vulnerability underlies Ecuador’s long and contested 

search for national identity. This search, once characterized by a politics of exclusion 

along ethnic and gendered lines, is now marked by a politics of inclusion, as women, 

ethnic groups, and even nature itself are granted autonomy and rights in the latest 

Constitution of 2008. In the next section, I trace the role of both women and coastal 

campesinos (at times, as montubios) in Ecuador’s search for a national identity.  

From Cacao to Bananas to Oil: Ecuador and the Nationalist Project 

Since the mid-1800s, Ecuador’s economy has depended almost exclusively on 

single exports. The rise and fall of these exports have, in turn, been intimately linked to 

both regional factionalism and Ecuador’s uneven political history. In the late 1800s, the 

Ecuadorian government, under President Gabriel Garcia Moreno, reoriented the economy 

by shifting the source of public revenue from Indian tributes and tithes to reliance on 

exports. Beginning in 1880 and lasting until 1920, the cacao boom in Ecuador allowed 

the government to begin investing heavily in infrastructure, the promotion of business, 

and the ideal of modernization. Cacao exports accounted for 60 to 70 percent of the 

country’s total exports, complemented by coffee and “Panama” hats (Striffler and de La 

Torre 2008a). The benefits from the cacao boom would be more effectively reaped by 

Garcia  oreno’s rival, Eloy Alfaro.  

With the Revolution of 1895, the Liberal party under Eloy Alfaro ushered in an 

era devoted to ideals of progress, science, and modernity, with an explicitly secular 



184 

 

agenda. During this period of rule, the state was dominated by the landowning export 

elite based on the coast. It is often said that people on the coast have been much more 

progressive than their inland compatriots, “since ships docking in port towns unload news 

and ideas as well as goods from the outside world” (Miller 2008). The topography of the 

coast changed dramatically during this time, as the cacao boom opened the area up to 

colonization and led to rise of the urban proletariats and middle classes and the 

development of industry throughout Ecuador. Guayaquil, Ecuador’s most prominent 

coastal city, expanded rapidly as a significant port in the world market and became 

Ecuador’s largest city and industrial center (Striffler and de La Torre 2008a).  

During the collapse of cacao in the 1920s, coastal elites lost political control, thus 

paving the way for the Julian Revolution of 1925 in which low-ranking military officers 

overthrew President Eloy Alfaro. From the end of Liberal rule in 1925 until the banana 

boom in 1948, Ecuador was characterized by extreme political instability because elites 

were unable to hold onto control (the central government changed hands over twenty 

times). In addition, popular classes were emerging as an important contingent, which had 

to be taken into account by the ruling party. Populist politicians emerged, including five-

time President Jose Maria Velasco Ibarra, and his first election in 1934 brought on a 

period characterized by cultural expression, political activity, and popular organizing 

(Guerrero 2008).
77

 

The country’s political economy was transformed yet again in the 19 0s, as 

Ecuador became the largest producer of bananas in the world. Large multinationals 

                                                
77 Before 1929, there were four unions registered in Ecuador; in 1939, the number of unions rose to seventy 

(Guerrero 2008). 
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played key roles as they were contracted by the Ecuadorian government; however, 

banana production itself remained in Ecuador’s hands (Striffler and de La Torre 

2008a:189). Revenue from exports filled the state coffers, urban centers emerged on the 

coast, indigenous migrants traveled from the Sierra to the coast in search of labor, and an 

emergent middle class gained traction as a growing state bureaucracy required a 

professional class of laborers (Bates 2008). For this reason, the banana boom also 

aggravated class, ethnic, and geographic tensions, “highlighting the growing divide 

between urban and rural regions as well as the ‘backward’ semifeudal nature of social 

relations in much of the countryside” (Striffler and de La Torre 2008a:190). During this 

period, populist rhetoric of inclusive citizenship did not materialize in practice, as most 

indigenous people and peasants were excluded from voting due to literacy requirements. 

This contradiction spurred popular protests linked to population increase among peasants, 

calls for agrarian reform and widespread criticism of elite privilege.  

The 1960s and 1970s were thus marked by dramatic back and forths between elite 

and military-led repression and popular political mobilizations. The military regimes of 

this period supported an “agrarian reform that took land away from the most inefficient 

landowners while bolstering the peasantry and (particularly) a class of capitalist farmers 

producing for the export market,” while the state began implementing import substitution 

policies to incentivize industry. Chapter Seven picks up at this point to discuss Ecuador’s 

role within the global economy, and the implications for emergent relationship between 

the state, non-governmental organizations, and civil society in the country’s 

development. With Ecuador’s third major boom – oil – the country would enter the 
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“modern era,” marked by many as a final attempt to eliminate popularism, caudillism, 

and clientelism (Striffler and de La Torre 2008a:190).  

Gender and Political Identity 

Women as Moral Guardians of the State 

During the Republican and Liberal periods, the state more explicitly focused on 

gender and femininity in its attempts to forge political identity; in this process, we can see 

the mutual construction of gendered identities in “domestic policy” (within the sphere of 

the nation-state) and in “domestic” sphere of the home. During the Republican period, 

President Gabriel García Moreno (1859-65; 1869-75) promoted state centralization and 

the unification of the Catholic Church with the Ecuadorian state. Revered by 

Conservatives as Ecuador’s greatest nation-builder and loathed by Liberal historians as 

the country’s worst tyrant, García  oreno successfully implemented proclerical 

legislation during his iron-fisted career, which ended with his assassination in 1875 

(Hurtado 1980). He formally established the Conservative Party in 1869, the same year 

that a revised Constitution made citizenship dependent on adherence to the Roman 

Catholic religion. García Moreno instituted wide ranging educational reforms, directed at 

providing increased educational opportunities for women and establishing free and 

obligatory primary education for both boys and girls (Goetschel 1996; Goetschel 1999). 

After learning that the proportion of girls’ to boys’ enrollment in Quito was a mere 20 

percent, García Moreno established all-girls schools in Ecuador’s major cities.
78

  

                                                
78 Between 1868 and 1875, the number of students enrolled in school had tripled, but the gendered ratio of 

females to males remained at 25 percent. 
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According to Ana  aria Goetschel (1996), during these years “the woman was 

viewed as the focal point of the family and the foundation of social life” (62). According 

to a congressional memo from 1865, it was determined that “the woman is responsible 

for creating customs and maintaining traditions and she also exercises effective and 

powerful influence on the destiny and the future of all society”(Goetschel 1996:62).
79

 

Therefore, education for women was focused on their religious and moral formation, 

aimed at shaping women into effective moral guardians who would promote spiritual 

values in their families (Becker 1999).  By extension, women were explicitly regarded as 

the moral guardians of all of society (Espinosa 1896).
80

 Campaigns for moral reform 

through education were also accompanied by the increasing penal codes and 

criminalization of petty crime and prostitution (Goetschel 1992; Goetschel 1996).  

Gender and Liberalism 

Ecuador’s Liberal Revolution of 1895, and Eloy Alfaro’s subsequent presidency 

(1895-1901), was a direct reaction against the conservative trends of the Republican 

Period under the leadership of Gabriel García Moreno (1859-64; 1869-75). With the 

Revolution of 1895, the Liberal party ushered in an era devoted to ideals of progress, 

                                                
79 In another congressional meeting in 1883, it was noted that, “ en create laws, women create customs. 

Today, society has greater tendencies towards crime, because of too many laws and the lack of good 

customs.” (Goetschel 1996:62).  APL, Memorias y Mensajes al Congreso de 1865. Exposición del Ministro 

del Interior y Relaciones Exteriores, cited in Ana Maria Goetschel, "Educación E Imágenes De La Mujer," 

in Y El Amor No Era Todo . . . Mujeres, Imágenes Y Conflictos, ed. Gladys Moscoso (Quito, Ecuador: 

Abya Yala : DGIS/Holanda, 1996, 62. 
80 During the Republican period, women’s roles were firmly situated within the home, although their 

impact on society was becoming increasingly recognized. For example, in a poem written in 1896, (during 
the transition to the Liberal period) in memory of Señorita Dona Zoila Salvador González, Roberto 

Espinosa writes, that “We  men  run to the safe sanctuary of the home, guarded by women, to deposit our 

burdens. When disillusioned by the world, or weakened by our arduous days in public life, we call on our 

home’s door, sad and distressed. We arrive at these mansions of virtue” to be taken care of by our women, 

“who always give more than men do”. (Espinosa 1896) 
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science, and modernity, with an explicitly secular agenda. The Liberal party consolidated 

power by appealing to Indians, women and Afro-Ecuadorians. In line with a new rhetoric 

of inclusion, obligatory primary education and freedom of expression were also instituted 

in the Constitution of 1897. The revolution brought about separation of Church and State, 

allowed civil marriage and divorce, and converted Church land to state land (Miller 2008; 

Striffler and de La Torre 2008a). In reality, however, citizenship remained severely 

restricted, excluding women and Indians (Becker 1999).  

 Though the Liberal agendas of Latin American nation states varied by country, 

for the most part, they promoted private property, the separation of church and state, and 

free trade (Dore 2000). By encouraging foreign investment and “civilizing” the 

population through expanded secular education, these nation states would promote 

economic and social modernization. In Ecuador, the transition to the Liberal period and 

the period itself were both marked by extreme political volatility. Five different 

presidents assumed power during the twenty-year transition between Garcia- oreno’s 

and Eloy Alfaro’s rule. During this time, production of cacao on the Ecuadorian coast 

increased significantly and lent more political clout to the Liberals (Partido Liberal 

Radical), who were largely concentrated in the coastal region (Hurtado 1980).  

Policies of inclusion and the provision of rights supported by the Liberals were 

impeded by economic instability within Ecuador and the lack of unity within the Partido 

Liberal Radical itself (Hurtado 1980). For example, Eloy Alfaro presided over Ecuador 

from 1895 to 1901, but was then replaced by his rival, Plaza Gutierrez in 1906. Eloy 

Alfaro then staged a coup d’état that brought him back to power until his assassination in 
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1911. From 1911 until 1925, four different presidents assumed power, leading to 

constitutional changes in each term. Significantly, for the first time in Ecuadorian history, 

coastal agricultural and banking interests held most political power during this turbulent 

period. Manabi would never again become the seat power, and the calls for autonomy 

under Eloy Alfaro still undergird understandings of Manabita identity.  

As a result of severe corruption in this banking ring, diseases ravaging Ecuador’s 

cacao crop and the sharp decline brought on by World War I and the Great Depression of 

the 1920s, the national economy experienced an economic crisis during this period (Clark 

1995; Hurtado 1980). This crisis finally led to the fall of the Liberal party.  

The economic and political instability that characterized the Liberal Period were 

partly responsible for the contradictions that emerged in Liberal policy with regard to 

women’s rights in Ecuador, and throughout Latin America. While the policies of liberal 

states advocated female education and employment to stimulate national development 

efforts, they also retained strict legal codes reinforcing patriarchal control and 

implemented legislation that severely limited women’s advancement in the workplace. 

Therefore, while Liberals advocated women’s education and, to some degree, women’s 

employment, legal codes also ultimately impeded women’s integration in the 

employment sector, despite Liberal proclamations to the contrary (Lind 2005).  

Although both the public and State officials welcomed certain aspects of 

modernization, they also feared the rapid change and utter chaos that modernization 

might entail (Hurtado 1980). These fears were particularly apparent in circulating 

discourses about proper womanhood (as we will see in Chapter Seven, this pattern 
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repeats itself in Las Colinas today, as debates about community development pivot 

around gendered notions of proper sexuality). In many Latin American countries, 

changes in women’s roles and their entry into the labor force engendered significant 

anxiety because people believed that the dissolution of the family unit would lead to the 

demise of the nation state. High rates of infant mortality, rapid urbanization, and the 

perceived moral degradation of the nation’s citizens made healthy (both morally and 

physically) population growth a national priority during the Liberal period (Clark 1995). 

Significant rates of migration and increasing poverty also led to increases in prostitution, 

which also became a focal point of these anxieties. It was perceived that “the ‘new 

women’ and their ‘free sexuality’ threatened family life, the bedrock of the nation” and 

thereby, “the regulation of women, the female body and sexuality were inscribed in 

processes of state making” (Guy 1991; Molyneux 2000). Women were identified as a 

crucial point of intervention to not only foment population growth, but also to create 

healthy, productive citizens that would contribute to national growth (Clark 1995).  

From 1900 to1920, however, women’s roles in society shifted dramatically. 

Though their role as mothers was still considered fundamental, urban middle-class 

women were now faced with increasing professional possibilities arose as educators, 

public administrators, and to a more limited degree, in manufacturing and industry 

(Goetschel 2003).
81

 Although the Civil Code of 1860 determined that “a husband is the 

chief of the marriage partnership, and as such he freely administers his wife’s goods in 

                                                
81 The content of educational programs differed significantly from the Republican Period, as they 

increasingly offered professional training and pedagogical institutes, such as el Instituto Normal Manuela 

Cañizares which opened in 1901. 
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society,” this law was altered in 1911 during the early Liberal period when married 

women were granted permission to retain control over goods brought into marriage 

(O'Connor 2002).  

At first glance, it appears that the Liberal party adopted a fairly progressive 

agenda throughout the 1920s that culminated in women’s suffrage in 1929. However, 

scholars have argued rather that this legislation was approved in order to curtail the 

progressivism of the day.
82

 According to Becker (1999), for example, “the conservative 

political coalition which extended the vote to women in Ecuador in 1929 did so in order 

to create a bulwark against what they perceived as a growing socialist threat in society,” 

because “in the public mind, women were associated with tradition, religion, and 

conservatism” (Becker 1999; Miller 1994).
83

 For this reason, many liberals actually 

advocated against extending the vote to women, as they recognized that this move would 

impede progressive social legislation and ultimately preempt a strong feminist 

movement. The institution of women’s political rights and the mobilization of particular 

discourses of women’s emancipation were often used strategically by the State and by 

feminists, for different ends.   

Scholars addressing the Liberal period tend to downplay the role of the Church, 

since the Liberal government explicitly positioned itself in opposition to the traditional 

                                                
82 During the 19th and 20th centuries, various discourses of citizenship were promoted through the 

institution of multiple constitutions. Women were first formally granted the right to vote in 1929, although 
they had only been explicitly excluded from citizenship in the Constitution of 1861, but in practice, 

property, marriage and literacy requirements excluded them throughout the 1800s. 
83 If placed within the context of citizenship debates in Ecuador, the extension of citizenship and voting 

rights to women clearly constitutes not progressive legislation, but a more concerted and historically-rooted 

effort by the elite to tighten their grip (Becker 1999; Miller 1994). 
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and conservative orientation of the Church. However, as Gioconda Herrera (1999) 

argues, these analyses therefore ignore the institutional transformations that the Church 

underwent in order to reaffirm their control over the socialization of Ecuadorian society 

in the early 1900s. Despite the Liberals attempt to re-orient society from religiosity to 

modernity and deny the Catholic Church political power, the Church held great sway 

over all sectors of society. While the Liberal project was essentially an elitist one, the 

Church’s influence remained powerful in both social and cultural realms. One of the key 

ways in which the Church reoriented itself in the Liberal period was by emphasizing the 

regeneration of the nation-state with a specific focus on education and the institution of 

the family.
84

 According to the Catholic Church, “society is conceived of as a great 

family, with all of its values deriving from the domestic realm, highlighting the 

importance of mothers in the formation of upright citizens” (Herrera 1999:399). Despite 

the Liberal’s rhetorical separation from the Church, the Church had already 

reconceptualized their own role by promoting the education of women to form “good 

wives and Christian mothers” that would stimulate the “moral regeneration of the 

nation,” a concern that was ultimately congruent with the Liberal agenda (Herrera 

1999:394). 

An overriding concern with women’s bodies and moral selves to promote 

successful state-building is nothing new in the historical record; in fact, I demonstrate its 

persistence today in debates about Las Colinas’ future (covered in Chapter Seven). I 

                                                
84 Herrera (1999) notes that the Church did this by mobilizing three different types of discourses: (1) the 

discourse of the Church, emphasizing the critical role of devotion; (2) the discourse emphasizing the 

critical role of the mother in educating her children, and (3) the analogy of the country with the home, 

emphasizing the important role of spirituality among mothers. (Herrera 1999) 
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argue that this concern has taken particular form in Manabí, and by extension in Las 

Colinas, due to a confluence of factors, including smallholder’s economic vulnerability, 

geographic distance from state infrastructure, and high rates of infant and child mortality, 

all of which served to make even more tenuous the rural campesino’s grasp on his future.  

Geographies of Power: Amazonian Oriente, Sierra Highlands, and Lowland 
Costa 

 Regional diversity and autonomy in the small country of Ecuador has both 

complicated and enriched the state’s political and social history. With temperate 

highlands of the sierra, the lowland topics of Amazon (or the oriente), the tropical coast, 

as well as the Galapagos Islands, comprising the country’s diverse biological regions, 

Ecuador has experienced considerable challenges in its attempts to consolidate power and 

create national political unity (Clark 1998b).  

During most of the 19
th
 century, the central and northern coast of Ecuador was not 

connected to the sierra and the south, except by incomplete paths that had to be cleared 

with each passing (Clark 1998a). Due to low population density and its lack of 

importance for international and interregional trade, Manabí and Esmeraldas were quite 

simply not a priority.  Travel between Guayaquil and Quito was somewhat easier, yet it 

still took between ten and fourteen days, and was only passable six months of the year. 

The Amazon was accessible to people in the sierra due to well-worn mule paths, over 

which wealthy traders and travelers were carried by Indians. Internally, however, the 

coast – especially the southern coast – was better integrated than the sierra, as rivers 

made internal transit much easier.  
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Ecuador’s economic integration and unification was shaped by these geographic 

barriers. As Zambrano (2003) argues that Ecuador’s economic integration begins with the 

railroad at the start of the 20
th
 century, thus implying that Ecuadorian Republic has only 

benefitted from this kind of integration for one hundred years. In this view, repeated 

regionalization and subregionalization has severely limited Ecuador’s development, and 

the “overall growth of diverse social and political-administrative sectors in the country 

has been absolutely chaotic, marked by weak rationality imposed by fluctuating, external 

markets” (Zambrano Argandoña 2003:102). 

 any scholars have argued that  anabí’s history is shaped by its status as 

“peripheral” to Ecuadorian history. Throughout the 19
th
 century, increasing influences of 

international industry and mercantilism brought about a wave of agro-exports from 

Manabí, and as a result, immigrants ---including Colombians and eastern Europeans – 

flocked to claim the great open spaces (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). During the mid to late 

1800’s,  anabí province was characterized by disperse settlements, low population 

density, and “virtually free access to land” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003:79). Lack of national 

interest in the region ensured “a very limited institutional presence, in terms of both the 

state and any mechanisms of control to ensure social order” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). 

For example, Hidrovo Quiñonez (2003) also demonstrates that the Catholic Church in 

Manabí had a narrow presence, evidenced in part by the difficulties they had collecting 

tithes (60).  

Manabí itself is characterized by distinct ecological zones. At the time of the 

arrival of the Spanish in 1531, each zone was occupied by different ethnic groups who 
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formed communities markedly distinct from the political, economic and social forms of 

organization in the Central Andes (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). During the Colonial Period, 

Manabí had two important centers of power in Puerto Viejo and La Canoa, but these were 

always peripheral to the true centers of power in Quito and Guayaquil. The effect was 

that the region of Manabí was incorporated and administered quite unevenly during the 

Colonial period, implying also that political conditions in Manabí were notably less rigid 

and autarchic (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). In the 19
th
 Century however, emerges an 

audacious, albeit small Manabita autarchy, which later transformed into radical liberalism 

(Chiriboga Vega 1980; Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003).  

 The significance of the northern and central coast to the national economy would 

increase over the years, however, even though their production of cacao and banana 

would always be overshadowed by that of Guayas. During the 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries, 

 anabí produced approximately 10% of the nation’s cacao, but its other products were 

also significant for both internal and external markets.
85

 The increasing power of the 

Liberal party was also made possible by the fact that the sierra was increasingly 

“disconnected and less dynamic” in the years following Independence (18 0-70, in 

particular) (Clark 1998b:22). The liberals on the coast took this opportunity to paint the 

sierra as stagnant, and in need of revitalization through modernization and transportation 

projects, such as the Quito-Guayaquil railroad (Clark 1998b). Simultaneously, population 

growth in Manabí increased quite dramatically, from 30,000 inhabitants in 1865 to 

                                                
85  In 1900, 11.5% of the total matas de cacao on Ecuador’s coast were planted in  anabi’s Carrizal Chone 

watershed alone in 1900 (Hidrovo 2003: 61). As the cacao economy collapsed, this number decreased to 

5.2% in 1923. 
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120,000 in 1912 (Loor Moreira 1934). This growth is attributed to  high birth rate, the 

arrival of migrants from the Sierra, and foreigners attracted by the Ecuador’s cacao boom  

(Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). Eventually, with the boom-and-bust cycles of cacao and 

banana, Quito would become retrenched as the seat of power. Despite  anabí’s strong 

appeals for autonomy, in the hegemonic imaginary of the nation, Quito would always 

retain this position as the locus of power in the country (Phillips 1985; Striffler and de La 

Torre 2008a).  

Since independence in 1830, the Ecuadorian state has sought to build an 

overarching national identity despite strong ethnic divisions. The ethnic, racial and 

cultural hybridity has been seen as a resource for the creation of this national identity, 

with mestizos, the largest hybrid group (made up by descendants of Spanish and 

Indigenous mixture) presented as the foundation of the Ecuadorian republic. To build a 

national identity, construct a sense of unity, and mollify the ethnic, the Ecuadorian state 

has historically invoked mestizaje as a thread to bind all citizens. This invocation, 

however, ignored the heterogeneity existent among mestizos and excluded Ecuador’s 

Indigenous and Afroecuadorian heritage, advocating acculturation as a means of 

integration. This ‘exclusionary mestizaje’ has prompted the political mobilization of 

marginalized ethnic groups who, under current banners of ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘pluri-

nationality,’ are now demanding greater recognition and access to state resources. Within 

this context, montubios have emerged as a new ethnic category. In fact, montubios are  a 

coastal identity made popular by regional literary elites in the 1930s and, more recently, 

an identity that has sought state recognition and funding as an ‘ethnic minority’ (Roitman 
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2008a).  ontubios are a ‘mixed’ people, descendants of coastal and highland indigenous 

peoples as well as Afroecuadorians. While they emphasize indigenous descendents in 

order to strengthen their ethnic claims on the state, most Ecuadorians see them as a group 

with no indigenous links whatsoever (Roitman 2008). Coastal mestizaje is flexible 

enough, however, to escape essentialisms of indigenous peoples and attribute to itself the 

independence, courage, and assertiveness endowed upon the Montubio, one whose 

culture has developed to address the challenges of the coastal region (Roitman 2008a). 

With the “rational” seat of government residing in the white and mestizo sierra, 

ethnic difference can be mapped onto the national political imaginary. Recently, many 

scholars have discussed the ways that indigenous groups in Ecuador are temporally 

distanced from the modern high Culture of the sierra through their association with 

customs and tradition. The montubios of the coast, however, have always been marked as 

un-ethnic, despite their recent recognition on the 2008 Constitution as an ethnic group. I 

argue, in their case, that they too are distanced from the mestizo sierra, but spatially, by 

nature– not only by the natural forms (mountains, rivers, valleys) that constitute material 

barriers between coastal worlds and the sierra, but also by their association with the 

natural and the primitive, as in the antithesis of Culture.    

Manabí: Gender and Labor on the Coast   

The two zones in Ecuador that were most critical to agricultural exploitation were 

the watersheds of the Guayas River (which covers the provinces of Guayas, Los Rios, 

and El Oro) and the watershed between the Carrizal and Chone rivers in present-day 
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Manabí (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003).
86

 This latter watershed is the provenance of the 

majority of Las Colinas settlers, who left when overpopulation and a drought made 

productive land increasingly scarce beginning in the 1960s.  

In Manabí, there was an evident increase in the export of cacao as early as the late 

18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries, but this (unlike in Guayas) was accompanied by an increase 

in the export of fiber, especially toquilla (fiber from which panama hats are made). From 

1870-1925, the major products included cacao, coffee, leather, tagua, and rubber, and at 

that time, fiber was on the decline (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). Therefore, while agriculture 

in Guayas focused increasingly on monoculture of cacao, production on both 

smallholdings and haciendas in Manabí remained highly diversified, often producing 

combinations of cacao, coffee, rubber and livestock.
87

 In early 1900s, much of the land 

still remained unclaimed; in part this was because a high percentage of regional exports 

consisted in tagua and rubber, both of which were freely collected. In addition, the 

haciendas that existed in Manabí were much smaller than those that marked the 

countryside of Guayas. For comparison’s sake, the largest hacienda in Chone,  anabí 

was only 4% of the size of la Tenguel, the largest hacienda in Guayas.
88

 By extension, 

intermediaries and hacienda owners in Manabí were less powerful than those of Guayas, 

in part because production was diversified for both external and internal markets 

(Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). Despite the fact that the transformation to wage labor was less 

                                                
86 For most of its history, this region -- which would later serve as an “epicenter” of agroexport – was only 

inhabited by disperse settlements of natives, as it has been unsuccessfully colonized in the 16th and 17th 
centuries (Hidrovo 2003).  
87 In the north, the majority of haciendas principally produced cacao, while the southern part of Manabí was 

devoted to livestock and coffee. 
88  This hacienda is the subject of anthropologist Steve Striffler’s book “In the Shadows of State and 

Capital,” about the United Fruit Company and Ecuador’s agrarian reform.  
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significant in  anabí, state control of the country’s ports ensured the regulation of 

internal and external market dependence.
89

  

 Because the great majority of colonists in Las Colinas are originally from Manabí, 

I discuss the historical relationship between agrarian reform and the sexual division of 

labor on the Ecuadorian coast (as compared to the oriente or the sierra).  The historical 

trends that shaped the formation of gender identities shed light on the ways in which 

gender ideologies regnant in Las Colinas were fundamentally based in the particular 

mode of production on the coast.
90

 As Tinsman (2002) argues in the context of Chile, 

“The gender division of labor on estates and women’s inferior positions within the paid 

agricultural workforce had social and ideological foundations, rather than resulting from 

any natural production requirements or real differences between men’s and women’s 

work abilities (29).  

This history, however, is difficult to get at because historical records documenting 

life on Ecuador’s coast are scant --and that which exists is of variable quality. Due to the 

paucity of scholarship on daily life in coastal Ecuador, I rely heavily upon the work of 

Lynne Phillips (1985; 1987b; 1989; 1990) to demonstrate how gender articulates with 

forms of agricultural production in the formation of coastal and sierra regions of Ecuador. 

However, her work focuses on these developments in the southern coast, so I use them 

selectively to ensure that her findings are applicable to the case of Manabí and the 

northern coast.   

                                                
89 “The ports (of  anabí) thus functioned as bridges to global capitalism” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003:56). 
90 Understanding the structural basis of gender inequality as it has been historically constituted is critical to 

comprehending the ways in which gender ideologies are now shifting vis-à-vis changing material realities. 
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Family life on the coast has been described as male-dominated, implying both 

patriarchal family structures and everyday control of women (DeWalt 2004). Many 

scholars, including Dueñas de Anhalzer (1986; 1991) speculate that that this machismo 

derives from European Mediterranean cultures, through  anabí’s colonization by the 

Spanish and Portuguese. The province attracted high numbers of foreigners during 

Ecuador’s cacao boom, especially Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs, Germans, Colombians, 

Mexicans, and Chinese (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). In this view, machismo (a set of 

masculine traits characterized by impulsive displays of aggression, control over women, 

and the critical importance of honor and shame) traveled from its instantiation in 

Mediterranean cultures such as Spain, Portugal and Italy, whose rural populations were 

influenced by Arab and Muslim traditions of secluding women (Weismantel 2008).  In 

what follows, however, I focus on the ways that vulnerability, itself shaped by global and 

national political economic integration and dependency, gave rise to a certain gendered 

dynamic and division of labor.   

In the neighboring province of Guayas, Lynne Phillips (1985) argues that the 

macho identity of coastal men can be traced to the collapse of the cacao industry in the 

1920s which displaced women from the labor force and firmly segmented a division of 

labor with men in the public sphere and women working in the home. Before the 1920s, 

large landholdings that produced cacao were pervasive on the Ecuadorian coast 

(principally in the south); these haciendas depended largely on the labor of the entire 

family unit. Due to the loss of the European market during World War I and the 

destructive outbreak of various plant diseases, the cacao industry crashed. The next 
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twenty years was characterized by the rise in smallholding and precarismo (precarious 

land tenancy) largely devoted to the cultivation of rice, which also involved both male 

and female labor. The 1940s, however, were marked by the arrival of sugar and banana 

interests, which caused an increase in land prices and new forms of economic capital to 

flood into the countryside. While the United Fruit Company made inroads into southern 

coastal Ecuador, the Ecuadorian government was also promoting the redevelopment of 

rice and cacao production throughout the coast (Hurtado 1980; Phillips 1985; Striffler 

2002; Striffler and Moberg 2003).
 
At this time, “as much as 52 percent of the rural labour 

force on the coast were independent day labourers by 1954, while only 2 percent of 

agricultural workers could be categorized as such in the sierra” (Hurtado 1980).   

Large cacao and rice haciendas increased in number, and women were excluded 

from agricultural production, devoting themselves almost entirely to domestic tasks. 

According to Phillips (1987), the reasons for their exclusion have not been fully explored, 

but she suggests that possible reasons are an “increased demand for domestic services, 

the more extensive use of wage labor . . . and the (by then) abundant supply of laborers 

on the coast” (119). During the 1950s, agrarian reform was encouraged by the United 

States, through the Agency for International Development (Phillips 1985; Redclift 

1978:192). In response, the peasantry emerged as an important political entity; through 

agrarian reform, populist discourse and political agendas, the state sought to appease 

peasants more explicitly (Phillips 1985; Striffler and de La Torre 2008a).  

The first Ecuadorian agrarian reform program was instituted in 1964, in concert 

with the plans of the U.S. Alliance for Progress to promote capitalist development in 



202 

 

Latin America (Phillips 1985). This first reform aimed to lift restrictions to capital 

accumulations and was therefore directed towards eradicating vestiges of the feudalistic 

hacienda system of land tenure in the sierra (Hamilton 1998; Phillips 1985).
91

 By the late 

1960s (when the first migrants began leaving for Las Colinas), agriculture on the coast 

was suffering dismally due to falling banana exports and two droughts (Striffler 2002). 

During this period, however, the Ecuadorian government (with international funding) 

promoted the colonization of the tropical rainforest along the Pacific. Through financial 

assistance and  incentives, they encouraged the migration of poor Sierra farmers to 

produce food and raise cattle in areas like Las Colinas (Bates 2008).  

The second Agrarian Reform Law of 1973, bolstered by newly generated oil 

revenue, more effectively promoted capitalist agriculture on the coast than the first 

agrarian reform. Curiously, this law hardly impacted land distribution, but it did greatly 

alter “the role of commodity relations and the development of an expanded consumer 

market” (Phillips 1985:18). However, one way in which this reform affected land 

distribution was by increasing the number of families living off smaller parcels of land, 

forcing them to depend on wage labor to sustain basic consumption (Phillips 1985). This 

increase in wage relations led to intensified sexual division of labor “where the identities 

of men have become more and more tied into their relationship to capital (as 

agricultores), while the identities of women are much more closely linked to an 

                                                
91 Specifically, the Agrarian Reform of 196  aimed to “eliminate the huasipungo system (a system in which 

laborers were tied to agricultural estates) in the sierra and to promote the colonization of underpopulated 

areas, particularly the oriente” (Phillips 1987:107). 
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occupation more marginalized from capital, that of doméstica or housewife.” (Phillips 

1985:2).  

Whereas women in the Sierra were also responsible for the family plot, coastal 

women’s productive activities were much more restricted. However, increasing 

integration into wage labor led to an “increase in production output but decreasing returns 

on their labour,” thus escalating dependence on women’s labor to ensure household 

reproduction (Phillips 1985:2). Due to greater land access, better wages, and more 

mobility within the labor force on the coast, “the reproduction of the rural coastal family 

did not demand such a high rate of exploitation of women’s productive labor as it did in 

the sierra” (Phillips 1987b:118). In addition, more challenging living conditions, 

including higher risks of disease such as yellow fever and malaria, and severe lack of 

infrastructure, created a context of vulnerability which called for greater input in 

reproductive realms to ensure household reproduction. To lower costs of production 

within an increasingly commodified context, women’s labor was often intensified and 

exploited without renumeration. Thus, coastal women living in more populated areas 

would often work to supplement family incomes by engaging in paid activities such as 

clothes washing and firewood gathering (Deere and Leon 1987; Phillips 1985).  

La Montaña: Land and Campesino Identity 

 Around 1922, a clear segment of the population emerges identified with the name 

campesino, dweller of the montaña “who depends on and utilizes a parcel of land, to 

which he did not have land title” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). For the Manabí campesino, 

land has a very high symbolic value tied to both ownership and production, but not under 
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the criteria that might exist for high yields; instead it is valued because for enabling 

subsistence (and sometimes, petty trading)  (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003:237). Even if they 

had the ability to sell products directly to market, campesinos were still dependent in 

some sense, as they had to rely increasingly on intermediaries, traders, and exporters.  

In Manabí, campesinos tend to live mostly in the central and northern sectors of 

Manabí, which incidentally are the areas closest and most similar to Las Colinas region. 

Within this context, the campesino manabita subject is formed: “a man of independent 

character, suspicious (desconfiado), self-sufficient, quasi-individualist, more westernized, 

whose daily life depends on his relationship with land and with nature, as the ultimate 

source of live.” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003:233). They are known for exploiting land by 

establishing private minifundios with low-scale production, and they refer to themselves 

as campesinos or agricultores, as do most of the people of Las Colinas (234). Politically, 

“they seem locate themselves as part of civil society, but with a contestatory logic 

towards the neoliberal model of the nation-state” (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). Culturally, 

they have created their own identity, which does not coincide with an ethnic category per 

se (Hidrovo Quiñonez 2003). On the other hand, montubios is another category that is 

increasingly gaining formal recognition by the state. Many montubios are campesinos (in 

that they are also tied closely to their land), however they are trying to gain cultural and 

ethnic recognition due to their claims to indigenous Manteño origin (Hidrovo Quiñonez 

2003). 
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Stereotypes Revisited 

In Ecuador, stereotypes about coastal campesinos abound. In popular dialogue, 

men from rural Manabí are thought of as hardworking, intelligent, quick-witted and 

demanding. Many of these ideas are in fact rooted in the image of the revolutionary 

alfarista (or montonero, a supporter of Eloy Alfaro) during the Liberal Period. Later, a 

derivative of the revolutionary alfarista-montonero, a contestative social phenomenon 

emerges in the mid-1900s, probably due to the advances of the modernizing project 

imposed on traditional or pre-modern societies; bandits appear throughout Manabí, 

lending strong support to the myth of the macho as heroes who were brutally repressed 

by the state (Hidrovo 2003).   

One of the most informative, yet typical, informal conversations I had with 

Ecuadorians about their perceptions of people from Manabí was with an older Quiteño 

man who was an avid reader of Ecuadorian history. During our long bus ride to the coast, 

I was told that Manabas were known to be hardworking, intelligent, quick-witted and 

demanding. He also described them as prepotente, implying that they have a sense of 

heavy-handed, almost arrogant pride, and do not take other people’s opinions into 

consideration. At this point, he transitioned into talking more specifically about Manaba 

men, saying they were violent, machista, and that they completely dominate their women. 

In  anabí, “a woman is nothing without her man.” Interestingly, he then delved into the 

fact that Manabitas were, in part, Mexican. People on the coast were no longer of a pure 

origin because of the ethnic mixing; in particular, he explained that the Mexican macho 

had found another home in Ecuador, with his lassos, his sombrero, and his rifle. In the 
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montubia culture, “rifles are like a relic, treated like a traditional item associated with 

campesinos of coastal Ecuador” (León Franco 2008). Despite the obvious elision between 

coastal campesinos, montubios, and Manabas, the supposed commonalities between these 

groups paint a picture of men who have tamed the elements of nature in order to secure 

land for themselves and their families, have a strong sense of autonomy and 

independence, and who thus refuse to bow to the demands of the state. This story sheds 

light on at least one of the contradictions I highlighted in Chapter One, that the people of 

Las Colinas seek to be both visible and invisible to the state. With the loss of land in 

Manabi, and increased market integration, many Manabita campesinos set out to find 

pure montaña yet again, many of them finding it in Las Colinas. However, in this new 

setting, their opportunities for land ownership were thwarted and their opportunities to 

survive further circumscribed by the state, Las Colinas inhabitants are restrategizing their 

position vis-à-vis state, while maintaining their posture of “contestatory logic” (Hidrovo 

2003).   
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CHAPTER SIX: POWER AND VIOLENCE ADENTRO: LIFE HISTORIES 
OF DOMESTIC SUFFERING 

In this chapter, I tell the stories of various Las Colinas women to highlight the 

interconnections between different forms of violence, and the ways that manifestations of 

and responses to violence are shaped over time. While each of these stories of violence is 

unique, each woman similarly acknowledges her suffering and its illegitimacy (or 

injustice). However, each woman responds differently to her position, and her 

possibilities for change, for reasons that I untangle in the following chapter.  

Defining violence and disaggregating its different types is a necessarily thorny 

process. This dissertation situates intimate partner violence within broader manifestations 

of violence, and is principally concerned with the ways that intimate partner violence 

constitute “assaults on personhood, dignity, sense of worth or value” (Scheper-Hughes 

and Bourgois 2004a:1). Thus I use the term intimate violence to refer to forms of violence 

perpetrated by intimate partners (as in intimate partner violence inflicted by husbands, 

wives, common law partners, boyfriends and girlfriends), as well as forms of violence 

that constitute an assault on a person’s dignity and integrity, both physical and moral.  

My focus on the effects of violence on gendered subjectivities and practices 

intentionally eclipses any straightforward attempt to isolate the specific causes of 

violence precisely because I contend that the ambiguity of violence is bound up in its 

effects. For the women of Las Colinas, the significance of challenging impunity does not 

lie in the act of criminalizing partner abuse (thus, converting their partners into 

criminals). Rather, the importance emerges from having their dignity and integrity 
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validated and supported; the process serves to endorse something they have felt and 

experienced all along – that, despite their attempts to rationalize and make sense of the 

violence enacted on them by intimate partners, these acts are fundamentally wrong. Any 

woman in Las Colinas would agree; even those who often seem to legitimize the use of 

violence for disciplinary reasons in situations they deem justifiable. For this reason, it is 

crucial to distinguish between legitimizing (as an act of making meaning) and believing 

in its legitimacy.
92

   

As a starting point, I demonstrate the significance of grounding examinations of 

family and gender violence within social relationships across families and communities 

(sited both locally and transnationally). The story of Doña Marta, in particular, highlights 

the importance of anthropological and historical perspectives in unpacking and 

understanding the multifaceted relationships between violence, impunity, and justice.  

First I present violence in its intersections but then I disaggregate it to discuss its several 

facets and their effects on families in Las Colinas. 

In this dissertation, I highlight the more complex ways that violence and rights-

discourses & practice shape subjectivities over time. As this dissertation demonstrates, 

scholarship and activism that uncritically celebrates the spread of human rights as a 

positively civilizing force invariably sets up binaries which are not only conceptually 

problematic, but also pragmatically dangerous (i.e. assumptions that human rights will 

bring to light – and to justice – the perpetrators of violence). Likewise, critical 

development and human rights literature that critique the underlying Western-bias and 

                                                
92 Providing evidence of this assertion is tricky, as it is something that has emerged out of all of my 

interviews, but cannot be captured by a straightforward transcription or quotation.  
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neocolonialist tendencies behind human rights similarly over-simplifies and demonizes a 

movement that has provided critical openings and opportunities for families, 

communities, and nation-states to reduce incidence of violence in their midst. Therefore, 

I focus on subjectivities amidst change, as women struggle to make meaning of both new 

possibilities and longstanding limitations in their changing relationships with men, and 

violence. Each story in this chapter highlights the links between various forms of 

violence, as well as changes in subjectivities, as women experience not only violence and 

trauma but also hope and possibility when beginning to imagine and visualize 

alternatives.  

 

Intersections of Violence over the Life Course 

Marta’s Story 

In 2005, Doña Marta, a 55-year old woman living in the community of Las Cruces, was 

beaten severely by her husband of over forty years. Felipe had come home in the morning 

after a night of drinking, and got upset with his grandson, who was wearing a shirt with a 

small tear in it. When the boy blamed his sister for the tear, Felipe began hitting the girl. 

Doña  arta intervened on the girl’s behalf and he then began hitting her and pulling out 

her hair. Eventually he knocked Marta over and she fell, hitting her head on the edge of 

the bed, and causing a large gash and a concussion which would have long-term effects 

on her health. She defended herself with the metal cooking spoon that she had in hand; 

she had been cooking him breakfast when the fighting began. In an unusual move, her 

neighbors intervened. With their help, Marta was hoisted onto a truck and taken 
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immediately to the hospital in Quinindé. After a day in the hospital, she filed a police 

report against her husband. This was only the first report she had ever filed despite 

having suffered from various forms of domestic violence since she first became his 

partner at the age of 16. As a result of the report he was imprisoned for a few days, and 

then they separated for three years. When I asked her why she decided to file a report 

against him now, she responded,  

It was more serious this time. It wasn’t the first time, you know. When I was in 

the emergency room, bathed in blood, the doctors asked me if I wanted to have 

him arrested, and I said yes. I told them that he had always hit me, as if he were 

beating up one of his enemies. When I was young, I put up with his beating 

because I didn’t want  to abandon  my children, nor did I want them to suffer 

because they didn’t have a father. I also hoped he would start behaving and get 

better with time. I guess I finally realized that he never loved me like a mujer de 

consideración (or a woman who deserved respect). For this, I have now decided 

that it’s better that he lives his own life, and I will live mine (Interview, 2006).
 93

 

 

This story of abuse mirrors many accounts of intimate partner violence, as it focuses on 

the incident of violence and its immediate aftermath. However, historical and 

anthropological perspectives allow us to see the deeper roots and manifestations of 

violence in Doña  arta’s life, and the ways that her assertion of autonomy (through the 

filing of the denuncia, and her separation) led her to experience other forms of exclusion 

and violence.  Over the course of successive interviews and a friendship that has spanned 

eight years, I increasingly recognized the ways that Doña  arta’s story demonstrates not 

                                                
93 I also asked her to clarify how she came to file a report, in more detail:  “In the emergency room, a 

doctor attended me and the doctora told me I should get a boleta de captura (literally, a capture-ticket, or 

arrest warrant) and she wrote me a medical certificate in order to get it. Then they took me to the Comisaria 
de la  ujer  the Women’s Commissary, which in this case is actually just a Police Commissariat . Karin: 

So, had you wanted to file a report, or did they just take you there?  Marta: Yes, I told them to take me 

there, to file the denuncia [report]. A woman near me in the emergency room [she was not conscious 

enough to remember] said she heard me tell the doctor that I wanted a medical certificate so that I could 

denunciarlo, because it wasn’t the first time (Interview, 2006). 
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only the complex intersections of various forms of violence in the lives of Las Colinas 

men and women, but also the contradictions that emerge in these stories as women learn 

about their rights but are unable to fully access and act upon them. In virtually all of these 

cases, incidents of intimate partner violence are stories of violence more broadly 

construed. These incidents do not happen in a vacuum, but are instead legitimized and 

silenced by others forms of structural violence.  

 Marta, like many older Las Colinas women, eloped with her partner as a young 

teenager. Her family lived in the remote campo of Manabí, and she – like her six sisters – 

was never allowed to attend school.
94

 For this reason, Marta is illiterate, she still lacks a 

cedula (ID card), doesn’t exist in government records and cannot access the same welfare 

benefits as other women her age. In addition - as one of 11 children, she was 

“encouraged” to join another family as a young teenager.  Though she was entitled to 

land in her home province of Manabí, her father sold the three hectares allotted to her and 

only gave her a quarter of the money she was due.  When she first married Felipe, they 

lived at his parent’s house.  arta says she was a very conscientious wife and daughter-

in-law, but, regardless, her mother-in-law beat her and psychologically abused her, 

constantly telling her that she wasn’t good enough for her son. Marta and Felipe had been 

given a small house nearby, but he was an alcoholic and had never invested in basic 

supplies for their home, preferring that they just stay at his parents. One night,  arta’s 

sister-in-law snuck her out of the house by pretending that her son was feverish and 

                                                
94 Because of their remote location, it would take them three hours to get to/from school. Fearing for their 

safety from unruly men or dangerous animals in the forest, parents normally did not allow young girls to 

travel without an adult. Boys, on the other hand, could go to school, unless their assistance was greatly 

needed in the fields.   
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needed medical attention. Together they went to the city and bought plates, silverware, 

and cooking utensils in the city, and returned that afternoon.   

From there, my sister-in-law took me to El Carmen [city], she helped me buy plates, 

silverware, everything. We returned in the afternoon, and the next day, with all that 

we had bought, I went alone to my own little house. My mother-in-law didn’t want 

me to bring my child there [and at first, she wouldn’t let me  (Interview, 2006). 

 

The next day, Marta went to her new home. With the purchase of a few plates and 

supplies, she was able to lay claim to her home, assert her independence as a woman in 

charge of her own household. Throughout these years, Felipe continually abused her 

“with his hands, kicks, sometimes a punch, or he’d grab me by the hair.” While she 

recognized that this was “una maldad, maltrato, como machismo” (it was evil, it was 

abuse, like machismo) she, like many other women in the cycle of violence, says “I 

thought he would change, so I started having lots of kids and I got old just like this.” 

Most of the time, he beat her after he would come home drunk and demand food or sex. 

But sometimes he just beat her “por gusto,” for the heck of it.   

 Although Felipe and Marta were together when I first met her, she had been 

separated from him for nearly three years at the time of this interview. As she told me, “I 

never thought I would live alone, look – like this, alone.” In a voice tinged with raw 

sadness, yet glossed with a veneer of strength, she continued, ‘I am strong, I haven’t 

given myself up to the pain and embarrassment of it all,” but she also described a 

scenario which highlighted the challenges that arose within her own family.   

After I filed the report against Don Felipe, and I finally came to [slipping in and out 

of consciousness for many days], my daughter and other friends called me in 

desperation asking me to retract my report, in order to release Felipe from jail. As 

his first recorded offense, he was supposed to stay in jail for seven days.  
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Despite  arta’s refusal to rescind the complaint, one of her daughters hired a lawyer, and 

Felipe was released after three days. Her daughters were upset with her for imprisoning 

their father and breaking up the family. In addition, Doña Marta had cared for five of her 

grandchildren for many years; now, her daughters were worried that Marta alone would 

not have the economic resources to care for them, and they would have to assume 

responsibility again. Her daughters closed off contact with her and Marta lost most of her 

social and familial support networks. She was devastated when they took their children 

away from her.  

 Felipe went to live on their farm, and Marta was allowed to stay in their house in 

the central community. Afraid of Felipe’s wrath,  arta spent most of her days and nights 

in her home, with the doors blocked by beds and tables. Each time I visited her, it took a 

few minutes of heaving furniture around noisily to clear the way for my entry. While 

many people in the community showed compassion for her suffering caused by the 

incident, they were less understanding of her decision to separate from him.  

 In the three years that followed, Marta supported herself by making empanadas 

during market and soccer days in her small community. As she could not sustain herself 

selling empanadas, she eventually found work in the city as a cook for a school catering 

service. She worked from 4 a.m. to 7 p.m. each day, and earned $25 dollars per week. Of 

this, at least $7 went to bus fare, leaving her with a net pay of less than 25 cents per hour. 

Marta claimed that she was willing to stay with this job (available only during the school 

year) because she was trying to save money for her “bright” grandson, who was pulled 

out of school when he moved away from her home.  
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 Throughout her life, Marta experienced multiple types of violence. Leaving Felipe 

freed Marta from intimate partner violence but exacerbated the structural violence and 

social exclusion that she was subjected to. Her demand for dignity was not seen as a 

legitimate assertion of autonomy but rather an irresponsible threat to family health and 

security; good mothers and grandmothers don’t leave their homes, even (or especially) 

for their own well-being. Because she defended her rights and asserted her independence, 

 arta’s family and friends left her exposed to structural violence on her own, without 

social supports to buffer the blows of an unequal and exploitative society. As an older, 

single woman unaccustomed to city life and wage labor, the toll was even greater. Marta 

could barely make ends meet; to do so, she worked long, hard hours with abysmal wages 

in an alien and unfriendly city. When life got too hard and she thought about reconciling 

with her husband, she worried about the shame of breaking the news to her more 

“empowered” friends (including myself).  

 After three years of fighting to make ends meet,  arta finally gave in to Felipe’s 

pleas for forgiveness and reconciliation. Marta reunited with Felipe, and both claim that 

they now live together much happier than before. They divide their time between their 

finca (farm) and their solar (house on small property). As much as she suffered on her 

own, that assertion of independence might have paid off. By filing the denuncia, she 

demonstrated that was able and willing to engage formal mechanisms of justice and to 

step away from the patriarchal relations of familial control that support violence in the 

home. Today, every time Don Felipe drinks or misbehaves, she nudges him back in line 

with threats that she will leave him again. Her past bravery shows that these are not mere 
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idle threats; she has a denuncia and the evidence that she could survive on her own (even 

if barely) to back up her claims.  

 Ultimately, Marta was able to use certain openings to her advantage. Her sister-in-

law helped her escape from the violence of her suegra (mother-in-law), and later, with 

the help of strangers, she filed a legal complaint. Many women, however, are not as 

lucky. They do not have these opportunities, and if they do, they know that that which 

awaits them at the end of the road of empowerment and independence is usually neither, 

because of the structural forms of violence that have not been addressed. This knowledge 

and this fear are powerful motivators, and thus women often choose to acquiesce to the 

violence and legitimize it to be able to make sense of it.   

Teresa’s Story 

Teresa, a fifty-year old woman, has been married since the age of sixteen. 

She has eleven children with her husband, but he has a child with another woman 

as well. Though their farm is in a community three hours from Las Cruces, Teresa 

lives on a solar (small plot of land with a house) in the central town of Las Cruces 

for half the year so that her children can attend school with greater ease and 

regularity. Teresa is one of few Pentecostal Evangelicals in the town of Las 

Cruces, but many more people are converting throughout the region. Her 

experience of violence is similar to  arta’s in many ways, but her response is 

very different. The physical and sexual violence, verbal abuse, and fear that she 

recounts here are extremely for women throughout Las Colinas. The consistency 

of these stories across surveys and in informal interviews was remarkable.  
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Teresa: “My husband once had a child with another woman. He has gone back to 

her sometimes, after being with me. But if I ever bring this up, he gets angry and 

aggressive with me. And let me tell you, when my friends talk to me about their 

husbands, they talk about how much they suffer because of the way their 

husbands treat them. And, if the husband also has lovers, then it is worse. Then he 

is always bravo and always insulting his wife.”  

Karin: “What are some other examples of times that there is conflict in your 

household?” 

Teresa: “When my husband hears rumors about me  implying her infidelity . Or 

if I don’t serve lunch on time. He will start swearing and saying very bad things to 

me. Things I don’t want to repeat.  y young son always speaks up at these times, 

it’s amazing. He says, ‘Daddy, you can’t talk that way to  ommy.’" 

Karin: “Has it always been this way in your home, or has it changed through 

time?” 

Teresa: “Well, it’s true that he doesn’t usually hit me as much anymore. Oh but 

he used to, and today I still feel scared because the threats continue. He 

sometimes flashes the machete to send me a message. And I know what it means. 

Only four years ago, I asked my husband a simple question about how many 

mules he had – he had just arrived from adentro. He got so angry with me 

because he thought I was questioning him, but I meant nothing by this. He pulled 

out his machete and hit it against the wall repeatedly. And then he hit me many 

times. Thankfully it still had the cover on it. It hurt so badly but I did not bleed. 

He started to bleed though in some places, and I think God was protecting me and 

sending him a message. My older son came out and screamed at my husband 

saying, ‘You can’t hit my mother like this, she is not like your little daughter to 

hit like this.’ And my son packed a bag for me, saying that I should leave his 

father, but I could not.” 

Karin: “So, wait . . . first of all, was it common for your husband to hit his 

daughters?” 

Teresa: “Oh yes, but it was only slaps or spankings from time to time.”   

Karin: “And do you think that this -- the mistreatment of women -- is changing in 

the region? With younger couples, or in the younger generation?”  

Teresa: “No, it continues all the same.  y oldest daughter, for example, is 29 

years old and her husband treats her very badly, abusing her often. She has been 

completely traumatized, and she tried to commit suicide some years ago. She took 

veneno (poison), but she survived. Unfortunately, the story continues all the same. 

She has become an evangelical, like me, but her husband threatens to leave her 

because of this. He tells her, ‘it’s your religion or me.’" 

Karin: “In the story you told me, you said you could not leave your husband. 

Why did you feel that way?” 

Teresa: “I was so scared and traumatized. I had nowhere to go. I know that my 

husband has other women. He drinks, he leaves town, and I know he has money 

hidden, so he must have other women, or be visiting prostitutes. But this is almost 
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okay now. I wanted to separate from him, but now we live apart much of the time 

and if he hurts me  during sex  I tell him to visit a prostitute.”  

Karin: “What do you mean when you say he hurts you?” 

Teresa: “I don’t know, but I am in lots of pain when having sex and maybe it is 

related. He is very rough with me. I hemorrhaged once during pregnancy. I don’t 

know. Deep inside it hurts, like in the intestines or the ovaries or I don’t know 

what, but deep in there, I have pain. So I would prefer if he would have sex with 

others and leave me alone. But when he comes home drunk, there is nothing I can 

do. But the worst is the way he insults me, and tells me how bad I am [during 

sex]. He tells me that I am very cold and stiff, and that other women are caliente 

(hot and sexy). I feel very offended and hurt. So I tell him to sleep with the 

prostitutes and save me the pain and humiliation” (Interview, 2003). 

 

Teresa’s story is one of “aguantando el sufrimiento,” enduring the suffering.  She 

suffers from multiple forms of violence in the everyday aspects of her relationship and 

she seeks out strategies to minimize her pain and suffering. With 11 children, she 

manages to escape from the violence by using her children’s education as an excuse to 

live in a different village from her husband. Thus she has found a legitimate way to 

access some freedom and autonomy. In fact, she now welcomes her husband’s pursuits of 

other women (prostitutes, at least) because they allow her the space to live with and 

provide for her children in peace. As we saw in Chapter Four, the contradictory 

expectations of wife as reproductive partner and wife as sexual partner are often central 

to the violence between intimate partners. Teresa clearly wants to play the role of wife, 

and she has given up on that as lover. In fact, her recent conversion to Evangelicism has 

further entrenched and justified this distinction in her mind.  

Teresa’s story is not unique, in that it powerfully captures the ways that the 

intersections of multiple forms of violence lead to its normalization in everyday life. Her 

suffering, however, has become deeply physical. Though rendered seemingly invisible, 

her suffering is now embodied, and not necessarily silenced. Despite multiple 
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appointments with doctors, the pain in her “insides” appears to be medically inexplicable, 

but entirely understandable as a reaction or consequence of forced sex. She has been 

living with her time divided between the two villages for six years now; but as her 

children grow older, she worries about needing to return to live with her husband full-

time. It seems, however, that they are both accustomed to these living arrangements, and 

the violence has decreased now that her husband is older. As she and other women have 

put it, “he doesn’t have the energy to fight any more, and I don’t care enough to let it 

bother me anymore.”  

Teresa lives a fairly sheltered life, staying within the confines of her home; she 

sends her children to do all the shopping. To avoid problems with her husband, she 

doesn’t participate in any community organizations, other than the Padres de Familia, for 

which her participation is sanctioned by her husband (her children are in the school, and 

her husband is usually not available to attend the meetings). In keeping with her strong 

Evangelical faith, she sees the outside world as threatening, full of evil and temptation. I 

wonder, too, if her strict faith in Evangelicism not only provides her with a clear sense of 

right and wrong with which to organize and make meaning of her life, but also if it 

provides her with a convenient strategy to avoid all possible recriminations from her 

husband who used to beat her regularly for suspecting her of infidelity.    

Isolating the Various Dimensions of Violence 

 arta’s and Teresa’s stories highlight the ways that physical, psychological, and 

economic violence are deeply interrelated. However, in this next section I parse out 

women’s experiences with various forms of violence to better understand not only their 
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differential effects on women’s lives but also how their interrelatedness contributes to the 

naturalization of violence among Las Colinas families.   

Physical Violence 

In my initial interviews, I solicited general information from women about any 

experiences they might have had with violencia doméstica. After conducting my fifteenth 

interview, I recognized that women were not very forthcoming in describing the details of 

the violence they experienced, despite openly admitting that they had experienced 

intimate partner violence. It had become apparent that many women did not define as 

“violent” incidents that they deemed to be legitimate or justified. In other cases, minor 

forms of physical violence by intimate partners     such as light slaps and pushing     were 

not considered to be forms of intimate partner violence. For this reason, I switched 

interview formats, and I incorporated a survey to access more detailed information about 

the specific forms of violence experienced by Las Colinas women. The survey format 

allowed me to access a different range of data on violence. My goal was not to establish 

prevalence but to elicit specific details about the nature of violence and use this as a basis 

for more in-depth explorations of the factors that contribute to violence and especially the 

ways that women made sense of and responded to it. 

Here, I include a table of the results to demonstrate the linkages between different 

forms of violence-against-women and to share an idea of the prevalence of different 

kinds of violence in a small sample of 16 partnered (or previously-partnered) Las Colinas 
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women.
95

 I based the survey on sections of the WHO Multi-Country Study on Women’s 

Health and Domestic Violence, and applied it to the local context and language with the 

help of two local medical staff members and a key informant. 

 

  

                                                
95 I only administered this section to 16 women because I incorporated this survey more than halfway 

through my data collection period (in early 2008). In addition, I did not utilize the survey format for every 

interview, but only did so when women were able to grant me longer interviews.  
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Table 1. Types and Frequency of Physical Intimate Partner Violence (Las Colinas). Note: 

This survey was administered to 16 Las Colinas women who were currently or who had been in a 

relationship for one year or more with an intimate partner.
96

 

 

Frequency Never Once Twice 
3+ 

Times 

# women 

experiencing 

at least 1  

incident 

% (out of 16 

respondents

) 

Slapped 4 4 2 6 12 75% 

Kicked 14 2 0 0 2 12.50% 

Pushed or shoved on purpose 6 6 4 0 10 62.50% 

Pulled by the hair 11 4 0 1 5 31.25% 

Hit with a fist 8 8 0 0 8 50% 

Dragged 14 2 0 0 2 12.50% 

Bitten 14 2 0 0 2 12.50% 

Choked 14 2 0 0 2 12.50% 

Strangled 12 2 0 2 4 25% 

Burnt on Purpose 16 0 0 0 0 0.00% 

Cut with a sharp object 12 4 0 0 4 25% 

Threatened with a weapon, or 

object that could hurt you (i.e. 

gun/machete) 5 9 1 1 11 68.75% 

Seized, grabbed, held with force 4 8 4 0 12 75% 

Injured to the point that you 

required medical attention 8 8 0 0 8 50% 

Injured to the point that you 
could not work, or perform your 

usual household chores 8 8 0 0 8 50% 

Forced to have sexual relations 6 2 2 6 10 62.50% 

Forced to do something during 

sex that you considered 

degrading +/or humiliating 6 6 0 4 10 62.50% 

                                                
96 In Spanish, the questions were:“¿Alguna vez (en su vida) ha sido usted (1) abofeteada o cachetada? (b) 

pateada o dada una golpiza, (c) empujada con mucha fuerza, (d) tirada por el cabello, (e) golpeada con el 

puño u otra cosa que pudiera herirla, (f) arrastrada, (g) mordida, (h) ahorcada, (i) estrangulada, (j) quemada 
a propósito, (g) amenazada (con arma, objeto, o acto que pudiera herirla), (h) agarrada muy fuertemente, (i) 

lesionada hasta que necesitaba atención médica, (j) lesionada hasta que no pudo trabajar o asistir escuela, 

(h)  forzada a tener relaciones sexuales cuando usted no quería, (e) forzada a hacer algo durante relaciones 

sexuales que usted no quería, o que usted consideraba humillante o asqueroso? The section was introduced 

verbally with the following statement: “Las siguientes preguntas son un poco delicadas, porque tiene que 

ver con sus experiencias de violencia en su vida. Si usted no quiere responder, está bien. Me puede avisar, 

no más. Pero le aseguro que todas las respuestas son totalmente confidenciales. La entrevista no va a llevar 

su nombre. Usted tiene dos opciones. Yo le puedo hacer las preguntas verbalmente, o usted puede llenar el 

papel por escrito. Por favor, indíqueme si los siguientes eventos han sucedido alguna vez en su vida (por 

cualquiera persona, no solamente su pareja). Me puede responder si o no (según la hoja informativa). Por 

favor, si usted está de acuerdo, indíqueme quién lo hizo y cuándo lo pasó.”  
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Over fifty percent of women experienced one or more of the following: slapped 

(75%), seized, grabbed or held with force (75%); threatened with an object (68.75%); 

forced to have sexual relations (62.50%); forced to do something during sexual relations 

that they considered disgusting or humiliating (62.50%); and injured to the point that they 

could not perform their work/household duties or they required medical attention (50%). 

Only one woman (of 16 surveyed) reported not having experienced any of these forms of 

physical violence at the hands of an intimate partner. The only form of violence in the 

survey that nobody had experienced was “burnt on purpose.” Although I administered 

this particular survey to only sixteen women, the responses were in line with the 

information I elicited in other interviews, conversations and focus groups. My sense is 

that this survey was in fact very representative, despite its small sample size.  

 Use of physical violence was most often linked with men’s jealousy, use of 

alcohol, and women’s refusal to have sex (especially when men were drunk). For 

example, one woman said that her husband frequently yanked her hair when she refused 

to have sex. In another case, I asked, “Have you been slapped by an intimate partner?” 

and my respondent answered, “yes, by my partner, more than 3 times. Usually because I 

couldn’t finish all of my household chores and he would get frustrated with me. That 

comes with machismo.” I then asked if she “felt bad because she wasn’t able to do all she 

needed to do,” and she quickly retorted, “No, I didn’t feel bad. Because he wasn’t 

thinking rationally. He just got angry, assuming that with physical violence he could get 

all that he wanted.” As we can also see from the more in-depth stories provided by Teresa 

and Marta, physical IPV is commonplace. In fact, administering the survey was not as 
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difficult as I would have imagined, and women treated these questions as rather matter-

of-fact.  

Sexual Violence and Marital Rape 

As in Teresa’s story, sexual violence has always been spoken about quite openly during 

my interviews, especially when I asked women if they had ever been forced to have sex 

against their will.  any women would respond with a chuckle, saying “sure, it happens 

all of the time.” For most women, marital rape is simply a part of being married. 

 During the early years of my research on family violence, I was first introduced to 

the topic by the female members of La Asociación, who were particularly vocal about 

this issue. Lorena, the midwife and President of La Asociación, explained what she 

considered to be the most critical sexual and reproductive health issues that women faced 

in Las Colinas:  

For one, women are like sexual slaves for their husbands. Sexual violence is a big 

problem between husbands and wives, because men force sex onto the women 

without their willingness, and that is rape. This is all related to the mistreatment of 

women in general here. Husbands are often hitting their wives, especially if they 

won’t have sex with them (Interview, 2002).   

 

Though I had already heard about several instances of wife beating and battering in the 

region, this was the first I had heard specifically of the routinized sexual violence that 

occurs in many households. The link between sexual violence and physical battery is also 

significant, as this was cited as one of the sources of major conflicts between couples. 

Another woman confirmed that disagreements over sexual intercourse were the main 

precursor to battering in her household, as I recorded in these fieldnotes (2002): 

She spoke in general about how often José insults her, especially if she does not 

agree to have sex with him. He often threatens her, saying he is going to beat her. 
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At one point, I asked her if he continues to hit her, but she would not say – and 

only emphasized the threats (she never negated my question, though). The 

psychological injury of his insults, which I have heard myself, is enough to drive 

anyone crazy. She told me a story about one time when she was walking around 

her house and passed the window - he waved a machete out the window at her, 

startling her. He was muy bravo and demanded sex from her, but she continued on 

and hid in a room with her kids until he became more tranquilo. She mentioned 

that he always makes reference to the gun or the machete that he has close by, 

ready to use to discipline her at a moment’s notice. 

 

 This violation of intimacy has significant implications for women’s sexual, 

reproductive and mental health.  

When I asked Sofia about common sources of conflict between couples, she 

responded,  

Though it is something hidden, sexual relations [are a great source of conflict in 

the home . When a man wants to have sex with his wife and she doesn’t want to, 

he is upset and tense, and if anything minor happens, he will explode. And the 

children always know. I hate it personally because I feel that the children are 

always listening, if not watching, and it bothers me most that they hear him 

insulting me. When there is not agreement [about having sex], he definitely does 

not think about my desires.  en generally don’t think about the desires or 

pleasure of a woman. He doesn’t understand, for example, that a woman just after 

giving birth cannot have sex. He never understands this, that a woman in these 

situations is not having sex for pleasure. At these times especially, I tell him to go 

pleasure himself with a prostitute.  

 

In fact, I was routinely told by women like Teresa that, in many cases, they preferred that 

their husbands visit a prostitute rather than suffer forced sexual intercourse. Women were 

additionally upset and ashamed by their husbands’ sexual aggression because they knew 

that their own children often witnessed it and its effects.  

 During a focus group held in 2003 with members of La Asociación, I asked basic 

questions about the struggles that women face in the region. One woman, Diana, spoke 

immediately about the problem of violación en la casa, as she called it (domestic or 
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marital rape). In fact, she stood up and began enacting a humorous fictional dialogue 

between herself and her husband in which she was the perpetrator. At the end of her 

dramatic performance, she began yelling, “I have already told you, honey, that I don’t 

want to have sex with you. But if you insist, just you wait. One day, when you are 

exhausted from working in the fields, when you have a horrible headache, when you feel 

you cannot move, I will come after you and announce, ‘Now it’s my time to have sex 

with you. I will be the one raping you instead, and I will not leave you alone so you will 

see how it feels for us women.’”
97

 While I found this humor somewhat disconcerting, the 

rest of the women were in hysterics because of the reversal of gender roles central to this 

performance, and her capturing of this difficult, yet common truth.   

 In my research, I also found a high number of women were coerced to have 

sexual relations with their husbands, even in situations where they were not physically 

abused. In the limited survey I conducted, I asked women if and how often their current 

partner forced them to have sexual relations or perform sexual acts against their will (¿Le 

fuerza a tener una relación sexual o a realizar prácticas sexuales que no quiere?). Of the 

14 women asked this particular question, four replied Many Times, and two replied 

Sometimes, while eight replied Never.
98

 In fact, I sometimes suspect that women were 

forced to have sex by their partners as often, if not more often, than truly consensual sex.  

                                                
97 Ahora es tiempo para tener relaciones. ¡Te voy a violar! ¡Yo te voy a violar! 
98 At a later point in the survey, I also asked a similar question (How often does he force you to touch him 
when you do not want to?) and received responses that were consistent. In the questions reported in Table 

3, I asked 16 women specifically about forms of violence experienced at the hands of any previous intimate 

partner. Here, six women replied that they had never been forced to have sexual relations, two women 

replied that they had been forced on one occasion, two reported it happened twice, and six women reported 

having been forced to have sex more than three times. 
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 Upon reviewing my survey with my key informant, she warned me that most 

women would probably respond negatively because they do not consider it “forcing” 

(recall that a woman should not exhibit interest in sex, lest she be blamed for being 

promiscuous). As I explain in an earlier chapter when discussing sexuality, it is often 

these same women who report that their husbands often “make them feel good and show 

them love” or “treat her with love and attention during her pregnancy,” behaviors which 

might usually be considered surprising for someone who forces their partner to have sex. 

This demonstrates the volatile nature of these relationships, where women almost 

concurrently experience expressions of love and violence from their intimate partners. As 

Heise (1997) reiterates, “While we know something about the impact of rape or sexual 

abuse on women’s sexual functioning, little is known about how subtle or overt coercion 

within consensual unions affects women’s sexual lives” ( 15). The sense of betrayal and 

fear that accompanies sexual violence by an intimate partner has significant repercussions 

for Las Colinas women, and especially for their sense of integrity and dignity.  

Violence, Neglect, and Pregnancy 

 Although neglect is rarely considered as its own category in discussions of 

domestic violence, I was struck by how often this theme emerged in my interviews and 

the pain that women felt in association with it. Most often, stories of conscious neglect 

arose when women described how they were treated during pregnancy. Though I heard 

some stories of women physically abused by their husbands while they were pregnant, 

more common were complaints that their husbands did not sufficiently provide for their 

pregnant wives, or allow them to rest or seek treatment as needed. As in the case of Sofia, 



227 

 

such conscious neglect at a time of considerable vulnerability has had a significant 

impact on women’s daily lives, instilling them with pain and even resentment.  

Sofia: [When my husband started traveling every eight to 15 days to attend 

workshops on sustainable agriculture , that’s when I could say we really started to 

have serious problems. He used badly needed money to go his meetings [five 

hours away, in the city], while the children were abandoned. And he always told 

me some story, I have to go for this and stay longer for this reason. What hurt me 

most was the time that he would leave me pregnant, just about to give birth. I was 

left behind like nothing. And I would fight and tell him not to go and that the 

midwife said I would give birth any day now. Now there are cars that can travel 

on the road by my house, but before, when it was pure forest, I was alone without 

neighbors. I would train my children to run to my comadre’s house  at least half 

an hour away] and ask her to come and notify the midwife, if I was about to give 

birth. So that’s what would happen to me. That’s what has made me feel the 

worst, what has hurt me most, and I don’t think that I can excuse him now 

because these things have already happened and the pain is there. Who knows if 

he will come back to ask for forgiveness.  

Karin: So, will you consider excusing him, or forgiving him, if he returns? 

Sofía: Now, no. Or maybe I could forgive him, so to speak, but I’m already 

carrying the thorns - the resentment - and we will just continue fighting the same 

if he returns. So, for that, I would have to say that things are better now [without 

him] (Interview, 2003). 

 

 In other cases, pregnant women were forced to engage in difficult physical work, 

until late in their third trimester, or risk abuse from their husbands. For example, Ana 

explained to me that she had been pregnant twelve times, but had only six living children. 

She had had five miscarriages in all.  

Karin: Why do you think you had these miscarriages? 

Ana: Well, one time I fell off a horse. Some people say it happens when it gets 

cold here. But, I don’t know. I was always working so hard, harvesting rice and 

corn, carrying tanks of water from the river. Maybe that is why. 

Karin: Until what month of your pregnancy did you do these things? 

Ana: Until the end. I had to work. Who else is there to do these tasks? Plus, my 

husband would get bravo (angry) if I didn’t work. He wouldn’t let me rest, are 

you kidding? [she laughs] 
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Violence during pregnancy appeared commonplace, and women had no explanation for 

why this might be. In each case, the act of violence was described as unrelated to the 

pregnancy. Endangering the life of an unborn child appears contradictory to men’s and 

women’s interests in family reproduction, yet some suggest this violence arises from the 

anxiety experienced by men because of the need to provide for another child. While 

seemingly crude and deterministic, I imagine there is some truth to this; yet I also suspect 

that men’s anxiety is also rooted in their expectations and desire for sexual intimacy, 

which is often thwarted by the woman’s delicate state during pregnancy.  

 

Economic Violence 

Women’s inability to access financial resources also serves as another aspect of family 

violence, insofar as it reinforces their dependence on their husbands and further 

entrenches them into cycles of household violence. On numerous occasions, I was told 

that women suspected their husbands infidelity because they knew their husbands had 

been hiding money. Men often withheld money from their wives In the case of José and 

the father of the burnt child, these men prohibited their wives from accessing resources, 

even when their wives were doing so to receive urgent medical care for their children.  

Without funds (especially when women lack family support networks), women do not 

have the option of leaving their abusive husbands, especially if they are unwilling to 

leave their children behind. In addition, women often speak of the pain they feel when 

they cannot provide adequately for their children. In this case, their ability to be good 

mothers is directly dependent on their husband’s provision of resources.  
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 This trend was different among families affiliated with La Asociación, where men 

reportedly had greater faith in their wives’ management of funds. Though imperfect, the 

microcredit program (which I discuss in greater detail in Chapter Seven) gives women 

leverage for combating some of the economic violence and control that underlies physical 

violence. More broadly, economic violence manifests itself in different ways for both 

men and women in the region, ranging from the lack of infrastructure, barriers to securing 

an income, rising prices of consumer goods, to the lack of de facto property rights for 

women.  As in  artha’s case, women’s lack of economic power shaped the options she 

had available; it thus affected how she chose to endure violence for so long, and her 

experience of the aftermath, when she decided to separate from Felipe.  

 

Psychological Violence: Emotional & Verbal Abuse 

One of the most common forms of intimate partner abuse cited by women was verbal 

abuse; specifically, I frequently heard of men criticizing their partner’s inability to be 

both a wife and lover to their satisfaction. While men often critiqued their wives for not 

completing their domestic duties, women often accepted this as the “way men are” and 

often claimed to not take these assertions personally (this was more often the case with 

older women). As in the case of Teresa, the most hurtful accusations were those 

involving a woman’s fidelity and sexuality, and male threats about finding another, better 

woman. Teresa remarks that the worst abuse she suffers is  

the way he insults me, and tells me how bad I am [during sex]. He tells me that I 

am very cold and stiff, and that other women are caliente (or hot and sexy). I feel 

very offended and hurt. So I tell him to sleep with the prostitutes and save me the 

pain and humiliation.  
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 Teresa’s experience is common; many women experience verbal abuse related to 

the contradictory cultural construction of women as lovers. Clara’s husband, for example, 

tells her that she does not know how to pleasure him, but simultaneously accuses her of 

being a slut, or a loose woman. He makes reference to her sister, who is single, implies 

that she too likes to “get around” and “it makes sense, because you two are cut from the 

same cloth, your sister and you.” Clara laughs after telling me this, claiming  

He just says this to bother me, but it hardly does anymore. I mean, we should be 

respecting each other, as husband and wife, right? But he does this and says this 

just because I am talking to a person [a man] at work and someone sees me laugh 

with this person. It’s absurd. I live with my husband, and that’s it.   

 

 Marina describes a different form of psychological violence: becoming disposable 

or replaceable. She explained that she decided to finally break off with her husband 

“when he killed my feelings. He always told me that he could find another woman and 

that reached the bottom of my heart and I really started to believe that I was not important 

to him, that I wasn’t even part of his life, and because of that, the love started to die. That 

was so hard on me… realizing that I was by this person’s side, this person who I thought 

needed me to be by his side, but no . . . I was no longer this person for him, and so he was 

not for me either.” While her decision to separate from him is unusual, it is also notable 

that, after this interview, she reunited with him despite the fact that he had a new wife 

and child. She claimed that she still loved him after all. It was also clear to see how 

difficult life was for her as a stigmatized, unwed mother of two, who was still living with 

her parents at the age of 22. 

 Perhaps the most damaging form of psychological violence, however, is fear. The 

ever-present threat of violence and the generalized state of insecurity take a toll their day-
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to-day life, though it is difficult to document or capture its effects.
99

 Constant fear and 

trepidation erode women’s sense of security and sense of self, and women often 

internalize messages of their worthlessness. Psychological abuse takes many forms, and 

nearly all Las Colinas women speak openly about the fact that they have suffered some 

level of psychological or verbal abuse. Psychological violence – including verbal abuse, 

male control of female mobility, and the latter’s repercussions on a woman’s ability to 

maintain relationships with family and friends and to seek health and legal services – 

often acts as a glue that binds together these other forms of violence (Moser and 

McIlwaine 2004). Psychological violence is also central in making women accept and 

even complicit in the exercise and reproduction of violence; in fact, it serves as a 

mediating mechanism in the reproduction of violence. It reproduces violence by creating 

impunity and by urging women to find ways of coping with, or accepting violence, rather 

than changing it. These ways of coping and justifying come to form deep-seated cultural 

understandings that support the naturalization of violence and patriarchy.  

 

Family Violence, Health, and Well-Being: Physical, Mental & Reproductive Health 
Effects 

 Though death and physical injury are the most evident symptoms of gender-based 

violence, there are a host of other health problems that result. Associations have been 

established between domestic violence and depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, 

suicide, substance abuse, increased poverty, and chronic pain, but research into these 

                                                
99 As Linda Green (1999) describes, “Fear is an elusive concept, yet you know when it has you in its grip” 

(59). 
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associations is still severely limited (Fischbach and Herbert 1997). According to Heise 

(Heise 1994), “in addition to injury, battered women frequently experience a variety of 

less well defined somatic complaints, such as chronic headaches, abdominal pains, 

muscle aches, recurrent vaginal infections and sleep and eating disorders” (1167).  

  In Las Colinas, I have heard of at least eight cases of women committing suicide 

in the past six years. In five cases I was familiar with, the women had ingested some form 

of pesticide or household poison, such as rat poison (referred to generically as veneno). 

Two of these women had been suffering physical abuse at the hands of their husbands. 

Many of the battered women I interviewed cited feeling depressed, sad, and lacking 

energy, although I cannot draw explicit conclusions from these cursory reports. One-third 

of battered women worldwide suffer major depression, and I suspect similar, if not 

higher, rates in Las Colinas (Heise 1994).  

  any of the women who confided in me about their husband’s sexual aggression 

also reported having experienced significant pain during sexual intercourse, which they 

often associate with their husband’s aggression. Though we cannot discern the sources of 

their pain nor its comorbidity with other reproductive ailments, it is very likely that 

women throughout the region suffer during sexual relations for reasons related to past 

experiences of sexual violence. Health effects related specifically to marital rape most 

often include painful intercourse and vaginal pain. In a benchmark 1989 study of marital 

rape in the United States, respondents also attributed the following complaints to sexual 

abuse: anal or vaginal stretching, bladder infections, vaginal bleeding, anal bleeding, 

leaking of urine, missed menstrual periods, miscarriages and stillbirths, unwanted 
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pregnancies, infertility and sexually transmitted diseases (Campbell and Alford 1989; 

Campbell and Soeken 1999). Among Las Colinas women, miscarriages, unwanted 

pregnancies, vaginal pain, and painful intercourse and STD transmission were the most 

frequently mentioned. Post-traumatic stress syndrome and severe depression are also 

common outcomes of marital rape (Campbell and Alford 1989; Campbell and Soeken 

1999). Battered women’s health complaints most often included generalized body aches 

and pains (often similar to arthritis, but not usually diagnosed as such), headaches (often 

described as dolor de cerebro [cerebral pain]), dolor adentro (pain inside), with 

references usually to la veintre (the womb), as in Teresa’s story.  

 Another significant dimension of violence against women concerns men’s 

infidelity and exposure to sexually transmitted diseases. Though reliable data is not 

available to gauge the incidence of STD’s among women and men in Las Colinas, initial 

records at the health clinic demonstrate that they are very common.  en’s use of 

prostitutes in Quinindé is openly known. While men claimed to rarely use condoms when 

I first interviewed them in 2001 and 2003, men now claim to regularly use condoms 

when they visit prostitutes. In fact, young men in the village have become very 

comfortable in seeking out condoms from the health center and, if they have run out, they 

even asked me openly as I pass through the village when more would become available.  

Children and Family Violence  

Physical punishment is a common and accepted form of disciplining one’s 

children in Las Colinas. In fact, when I asked women about their methods of raising girls 

and boys, some said that both needed to be ‘hit’ often to learn the difference between 
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right and wrong. In one instance, a woman told me that her children only behave if they 

fear their parents, knowing that they will be physically reprimanded immediately if they 

misbehave.  

 In addition to direct physical abuse, children in Las Colinas often suffer from 

witnessing firsthand the spousal abuse of their mothers. As many women mentioned, the 

children witness violence enacted within the home, hear their father’s insults to their 

mothers and often intervene themselves to defend their mothers. As Diana explained, 

when her husband becomes aggressive, “I tell my husband to stop for my children, at 

least. They hear it of course when my husband insults me. That hurts me the most – 

knowing that the children are listening.” As this example alludes to, women often use 

their children’s presence to defend themselves.  any children actually intervene and 

communicate with their fathers on behalf of their mothers. Though the multileveled 

effects of family violence on children must be further investigated, it is clear that Las 

Colinas’ children are often caught helplessly in the middle of violent conflict in their 

homes. Children’s direct and indirect experiences of household violence are also 

significant because of the role they play in intergenerational transfer of abuse. In many 

studies of family violence, perpetrators themselves were abused as children, or they had 

often witnessed abuse (Moser and McIlwaine 2004). Many women in Las Colinas, 

especially from La Asociación, reiterated this point, understanding that children subjected 

to violence would most likely learn to use violence themselves in the future. A common 

refrain was that children learned from their parents, who served as examples. Many of 
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these same women insisted, however, that the use of violence was an appropriate means 

of disciplining children as long as it wasn’t very severe.   

The Indirect Effects of Violence: Deterrents to Seeking Health and Legal Services 

Physical violence and the fear it induces, combined with women’s lack of control over 

economic resources and their general isolation and lack of social supports, especially in 

the most rural communities, significantly constrain their ability and willingness to access 

health and legal services for themselves and their children. In the following story, we can 

see how a woman’s thoughts and actions were shaped almost entirely by her fear of her 

husband.   

 

Field Notes, June 2002 

A woman came to the health center with her three-year old daughter covered in 

severe second and third-degree burns. The woman had spilled a boiling pot of 

coffee on her three days earlier, but rather than seek treatment, her husband 

insisted that the child be treated at home with medicinal plant remedies. He did 

not want to pay money for a consultation or medicine. Also, he did not want 

people to know that his wife was a ‘bad wife’ for having committed such a 

mistake, and this accident would reflect badly on the whole family. I met the 

woman and her child at the hospital in Quinindé. The mother claimed that she had 

to return home with the child immediately. While her husband was away working 

in the fields, the mother had left home with the child to seek treatment because the 

child had entered into a state of shock (the feverish child’s eyes were glazed over 

and she no longer cried). The mother had not asked her husband’s permission. 

Though I am unaware of the extent to which he blamed her (he may very well 

have beaten her for her error), she was shaking with fear, stating that she feared 

her husband’s reprisal if he were to find her in the hospital. We insisted that the 

child needed to stay overnight in the hospital and the mother cried incessantly, not 

knowing what to do. Eventually, her husband arrived at the hospital and we all 

explained the situation, making sure to emphasize the precarious state of his 

daughter and his wife’s smart decision-making. Though he seemed convinced that 

his wife had done the right thing, we can never know if she was ultimately 

reprimanded for her solo decision. 
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 This woman, like many others in Las Colinas, was restricted from seeking proper 

health care and treatment for her daughter because of her deep-seated fear of her 

husband’s punishment. In many other cases at the health center, we have seen women 

delay treatment because their husbands would not give them permission to visit the health 

center. While some women claimed that their husbands explicitly prohibited them from 

seeking treatment, other women explained that they were simply too afraid to ask. 

Sometimes, a husband would not collaborate in finding their wife accompaniment – and 

the women knew better than to travel alone for fear of their own safety and community 

censure. In Las Colinas, a woman out on her own is considered to be a loose woman, and 

we have already seen how rumors of promiscuity can lead to severe violence. Clearly, 

women’s apprehension can lead to delayed treatment and care for themselves and their 

children, as well as her reproductive choice.
100

 Control of women’s reproduction and 

sexuality is crucial to understanding the ways that violence manifests here, because of the 

dangerously tenuous distinction between women as wives and lovers. 

 

 Field Notes, March 2008 

 

For the celebration of Día Internacional de la Mujer, we held a family planning 

campaign at the health center and Emily, or la doctora (a U.S.-based doctor who 

had worked in the region from 2003-2004) was planning on offering free IUD 

insertions (usually women had to travel to the Quinindé Hospital or CEMOPLAF 

to get IUDs for at least $8). We decided to hold this campaign and promote the 

insertion of IUD’s because the  inistry of Health’s supply of birth control pills 

has been so inconsistent (the Health Committee is supposed to buy reserve pills to 

sell at-cost, but because of confusion regarding free pills versus pills-for-sale, 

they decided to hold off this month). In any case, it’s such a shame because so 

                                                
100 While this was once thought to be due to economic control (consultations at the SCS cost $1 between 

2002 and 2006), since 2007 all medical and dental consultations have been free of cost. Medication for 

adults and children over six years of age is sold at wholesale prices.  
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many women have been traveling here from adentro to get their next-month’s 

pills, and they go home empty-handed. Breaks my heart. So, the doctors and 

nurses have been promoting condom-distribution,  irena injections, and IUD’s 

for insertion this week. And lots of women have been asking about them.  

 

Yesterday (the day before the International Women’s Day Parade) a young 16-

year old girl came from Las Colinas (3 hours away). She was apparently 

partnered (common-law) with an older man and she already had two children with 

him. She appeared to be visiting the health center for an annual check-up and for 

vaccinations for her children, but la doctora later told me that she suspected the 

girl came to the SCS because she was interested in an IUD all along, but she was 

afraid to admit it. Despite the fact that she was extremely timid, she eventually 

told la doctora that she wanted one because she did not want to have any more 

children. But her husband doesn’t allow her to use contraceptives. As she implied, 

it was an insult to his manhood and in his mind, a clear indication of her 

infidelity. She asked if her husband would be able to detect the string, and la 

doctora explained that a partner does sometimes notice the string, but if he didn’t 

know to expect it, he might not realize it. After advising the girl of all her options 

and expressing her concern about this decision leading to family violence (a risk 

that the girl had explicitly hinted at), la doctora agreed to insert the IUD when the 

girl ultimately insisted that she wanted it.  

 

Much to our dismay, the young girl showed up today, pulling la doctora away 

from the desfile (the International Woman’s Day parade) to ask her to remove the 

IUD immediately.  Her husband had found out (we actually suspect that she told 

him) and had beaten her as a result. La doctora said the girl clearly did not want 

to speak about it, and so she did not pry. She simply removed the contraceptive 

and asked her if she needed any assistance, and reminded her of the services 

available for battered women and the willingness of people at the SCS to help her 

access them. The girl shook her head, thanked her, and left. In my discussions 

with la doctora and the nurse afterwards, we determined that it was also likely 

that she did not even tell him, nor that he found out about the IUD per se, but 

simply that he had beaten her for visiting the health center and spending many 

hours there.  

 

 Despite all of our best efforts, many men are known to restrict their wives’ 

visiting of the health center, especially when women visit for gynecological exams or 

family planning consultations and our only doctor is male. The importance of having a 

female doctor is unquestionable. In the nine years that the health center has been open, 

however, men overall have become much more accepting of their wives’ visits to the 
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health center. In many cases, we have noted that women sometimes seem to “use” their 

or their children’s health as a pretext to visit the health center, as it is one of the only 

legitimate public gathering places for women. On Saturdays and Sunday, the front porch 

of the health center is full of women and children, talking and laughing and waiting 

patiently for their medical or dental appointments. At times, the doctors have been known 

to complain that women are visiting for no apparent reason, and they blame the Salud 

Gratuita campaigns of President Rafael Correa’s Administration for failing to filter out 

the real complaints from the social visits. In the survey, I asked twelve women how often 

their current partners prohibit them from visiting the doctor, or impede them from 

seeking medical attention for herself or her children. Four of the twelve women 

responded positively to this question, but most of these women lived in the central village 

of Las Cruces where the health center was located. Women who lived farther away were 

much more regularly prohibited from visiting the health center.  For some women, 

however, it was clear that “leaving home” (even if just walking to the health center) 

would be interpreted by their husbands as infidelity on multiple levels. Juana explained to 

me that she even though she was afraid of leaving the front porch, all she wanted to do 

was to be able to “leave the house without leaving my family.” Clearly, women’s fears of 

violence and assault restrict their freedom of movement, thus acting as effective social 

control by reinforcing their roles within the home (Howell 2004, Shrader-Cox 1992).  

Women Justifying and Explaining Wife Abuse 

Women’s punishment by men is often deserved, definitely. I have never deserved 

it though. I have been just like a pigeon locked up in a cage. I don’t want liberty 
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or true independence. I just want to be able to leave the house sometimes. – 

Maria, Interview 2003. 

Due to its perceived legitimacy and its relegation to the ‘private’ realm, domestic 

violence is often invisible. As has been found in many other settings, many women in Las 

Colinas considered some forms of physical violence as a normative form of discipline 

and therefore, not worthy of attention (Ofei-Aboagye 1994). Within Latin America, 

violence is often conceived of as a masculine right. For this reason, many women tolerate 

abusive treatment, though they are by no means passive and wholly accepting. Even in 

silence, women are actively suffering and, most likely, resisting in varied, often covert, 

ways (Brown 1999; Saffioti 1999). Women often have few other options, as they face 

serious structural limitations, especially in contexts that offer no sanctuary. It has been 

shown that women often accept male violence in return for economic security (Lateef 

1999). Women’s general acceptance of male aggression is also due to role 

compartmentalization and their strict faith and adherence to aforementioned gender 

ideals. Because of their participation in a society constructed and informed by unequal 

gender roles and patriarchal control as the norm, male disciplining of both wives and 

children is viewed as legitimate (McKee 1999). For many of these reasons, violence is 

recognized as a form of male power at all levels of society. In many countries in Latin 

America, for example, laws often overlook male use of violence, while punishing women 

for acting in self-defense (Peach 2000). Therefore, in order to unravel themes of 

victimhood, agency, and the legitimacy of wife battering, understanding violence itself as 

a cultural construct becomes crucial. Women’s explanations of male violence are not 

synonymous with justifications, even though they often seem to overlap. With an eye 
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attuned to the change in women’s subjectivities over time, we recognize that as women 

grow increasingly aware of the “wrongness” of male-against-female violence, the 

strategies they use to make sense of the violence have also changed. Many of these 

women understand that they are being mistreated, but they simply do not want to be 

alone, especially within the context of political-economic hardship and social isolation 

that characterizes life in Las Colinas.  

 

¿Por qué me maltrate así? Making Sense of Violence 

While many women expressed both bewilderment and sadness when they discussed their 

husband’s use of violence in general, they could often identify a particular reason for his 

anger. In these explanations of violence, intriguing contradictions emerge, as women 

simultaneously criticize and justify explain the violence they suffer at the hands of their 

intimate partners. As they try to make sense of this suffering, these women’s words 

provide a window into the particular shaping of female subjectivities that often allow for 

and legitimize violence against women/self. They also demonstrate the ways that intimate 

partner violence leads to distrust, self-blame, and an almost-existential sense of doubt and 

insecurity. In many cases, women struggle to patch together justifications for bewildering 

violence, even if those justifications frame them as the culprits to be blamed.  

According to the women interviewed, proximate causes of wife battering 

generally involved a woman’s failure to comply with the role and responsibilities 

expected of her, both within the family and the community. As has been reported in many 

places worldwide, most Las Colinas women reported being beaten because they had not 

completed their domestic tasks according to their husband’s wishes. For example, they 
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had failed to have a hot meal served on time, or that they had not finished washing their 

husband’s clothes. However, men also reported that many violent quarrels were initiated 

when they were questioned by their wives about their whereabouts, their spending, or 

their consumption of alcohol. As Fuller (2001) found in her interviews with male 

aggressors in Peru, violent episodes were generally associated with “three main issues: 

the destination of the man’s income; conjugal fidelity or control of the partner’s liberty; 

and the woman’s willingness to fulfill her domestic chores.” She  concludes that, “the 

conflict emerges when one of the spouses claims that his or her partner is not complying 

with his or her part of the marital contract” (Fuller 2001:26). 

Many women reported having been beaten when their husbands came home drunk 

late at night and demanded food. Because the women were asleep, this invariably meant 

that it took time to get up and reheat the food. Due to their husband’s skewed sense of 

time and brusque character when drunk, women described this as a nightmarish scenario. 

As one woman explained, “the man just got hotter and hotter as he waits, and you have to 

get the food to him before he explodes.”  In another case, a woman described to me the 

change experienced in her household when they moved to the central village, where they 

could access propane tanks with greater ease and could therefore switch to a gas stove. 

As she described:  

When my husband was drunk, he would come home calling me to get up from 

bed (usually) and asking me serve him food (right away). When I’d tell him what 

was on the stove, he’d say he wanted something else. So I couldn’t just reheat, but 

I had to prepare something anew. I think he just did this to bother me. And you 

have to realize that with our kitchens, with firewood, you just can’t cook very 

fast. With a gas stove, one can cook quickly, but with firewood in the campo – 

often it’s a bit wet, and it just doesn’t burn reliably, so you can’t get the same 
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quality heat as with a gas stove. Now lots of people have gas, so it’s even worse 

for the women still stuck with firewood. 

 

Not only does she speak openly of her appreciation of gas stoves because of their 

implications for her experiences of violence at home, but she also suggests how women 

adopt subtle, complex and powerful strategies to decrease their chances of being beaten.  

 ale violence against women in response to women’s failure to comply with 

household responsibilities is often legitimized, yet the shape of this legitimacy is 

changing. Women are also punished for transgressing their domestic realms, either 

physically or symbolically. Identifying the specific source of men’s anger at this 

transgression is complicated, however, as it is often unclear whether men are upset by 

their wives violation of the ‘domestic realm’ or by other people’s perceptions and talk 

about her misbehavior. In several cases, women mentioned that their husband’s grew 

particularly irritable when they heard rumors about their wives being disloyal, or acting 

as mandarinas. Such talk served as a complete insult to a man’s dignity in Las Colinas, 

and would thereby often provoke acts of violence in a husband’s attempt to reassert his 

control. Because masculinity in Las Colinas is deeply intertwined with the notion of 

exerting control over a household, it is highly likely that men’s anger is deeply linked to 

their need to retain a strong public profile. However, in this case, it is critical to 

acknowledge that this common trigger of household violence is rooted in household 

gossip sustained by both men and women throughout the region. Therefore, even if men 

are the actual abusers of power, deeply rooted hegemonic gendered identities serve as the 

underpinnings of this “legitimized” abuse of power. Jealousy is also cited as a major 

source of household conflict, but women are generally those that suffer in these cases. 
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Husbands who are jealous of women’s interactions with other men will often abuse their 

wives in retaliation. In addition, when women express their jealousy or suspicions of their 

husband’s infidelity, this also often serves as a common pretext for wife beating. 

Impunity, therefore, is structured by gender, and women tend to suffer on both counts. 

Men and Violence 

When I discussed use of violence with men, they often attempted to redirect the 

topic, or simply joke with me. The jokes generally always referred to incidents of female-

violence-against-men, female infidelity, men’s rights, or man’s “nature” (or natural 

character).  en’s use of violence is considered natural. In some cases, men tried to insist 

that there is sometimes an appropriate time to discipline a woman, but I could sense great 

difficulty because they knew that this was deemed wrong and immoral according to 

recent ideas about women’s rights (which they also knew I stood behind). As with my 

friend who beat his cousin Carla, he knew he was in the wrong, yet he explained it by 

describing her insolence, her disrespect, and his anger, which he described as natural, 

almost-automatic, and expectable. In this case, he concedes that he was wrong to hit her, 

but he also blames Carla for putting him in a position in which his anger could not be 

controlled.
101

 Women also share in this view about men’s natural proclivity towards 

violence. When I asked women in the survey whether or not it was true that “ en are 

naturally/biologically more violent than woman,” 18 of the 2  women “bueno, así dicen,” 

                                                
101 Don Jorge’s understanding of his own use of violence can be explained by the following logic. 
According to Fuller (2001) in her work with Peruvian men, “The tension accumulated by what they 

consider to be an excessive pressure of their partners would lead them to an outburst, to lose the capability 

to adequately reason, and to impose themselves by means of force rather than by reason. According to this 

version, the origin of violence would be legitimate, but their reaction would be unjustified because 

authority must be based on reason and not on physical strength” (27-28). 
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as if to clarify that they weren’t necessarily sure that men were biologically violent, but 

that that is what people say and what is understood to be true.  

Alcohol and Violence 

 Although women generally did not mention their husband’s use of alcohol as a 

factor in instances of domestic abuse, they often retrospectively confirmed that their 

husbands were in fact drunk when they were beaten. In most cases, women reported that 

alcohol played a role because their husbands were bravo, or more short-tempered when 

they were drunk. Others claimed that their husbands would often beat them when drunk 

for no apparent reason, or possibly out of their own embarrassment for their state of 

inebriation. As discussed, many times men would come home when drunk, wanting to 

engage in sexual relations with their wives. When their wives resisted, men would often 

become physically abusive and aggressive, especially if inebriated. In all, the role of 

alcohol in family violence is significant. Although each of these factors obviously plays a 

critical role in provoking household conflict, we must look beyond these triggers to 

understand why violence has become the sanctioned method that men use to resolve these 

household conflicts. In these cases, women were left confused without a rational 

explanation to make sense of their suffering. When ambiguous and seemingly illogical, 

violence – and the threat of violence – becomes much more powerful and inescapable 

(Green 1999).   

 Alcohol also plays a less-direct role in family violence. Many women reported 

that their husbands spent a lot of money on alcohol, thus leading to tension and conflict 

between couples about household spending. The increasing numbers of billares 
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(technically, billiard halls, though in Las Colinas they are thatched-roof shacks) in the 

rural villages were often blamed for high consumption of alcohol, wasted money, and 

sometimes violence. As Berta recounts, “with the opening of the first billiard hall, a lot of 

problems emerged.  en drink too much there, and I don’t like it  especially when my 

husband and my son go there]. Because then there is no money. Maybe if there was more 

money it wouldn’t be such a big deal” and she laughs.
102

 In addition, she mentioned that 

they are sources of bad influence for the whole community, especially if women get too 

close, “a lot of dancing to music and the music talks about sex. Sometimes men give 

alcohol to the women, and they get drunk, and then they do things  to them .”
103

  

 One of my survey questions also dealt with the perceptions of the links between 

violence and alcohol. I asked if they women agreed, somewhat agreed, disagreed, or did 

not know if “violence is almost always related to the drinking of alcohol” (la violencia 

casi siempre es debida al uso de alcohol). In response, 67% of respondents replied that 

they were in agreement [de acuerdo , and 25% were more or less in agreement  “mas o 

menos de acuerdo” , leaving only 8% of female respondents who believed that violence 

was not always linked to alcohol use.  

Alcohol abuse, and its implications for male behavior, also plays a significant role 

in shaping women’s fear of their partners. In this difficult story, Evelyn describes the 

multiple dimensions of fear that permeated her life, and though the tragedy that befell her 

                                                
102 “con el primer billa que hubo, un numero de cosas salió. Los hombres toman demasiado allí. No me 

gusta que tome [mi hijo; mi marido]. Luego no hay dinero. Si hubiera dinero, quizás [she laughs ” 
103 “ ucho baile, muchas músicas que dicen que hablan de sexo. A veces los hombres le dan trago a la 

mujer, la emborrachan, hacen cosas” 
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family was not solely due to alcohol, we can see the role of alcohol and drinking within 

it.  

Every time I would go to Las Cruces [to visit the health clinic, or make 

purchases], he would ask that I buy him some caña (hard alcohol made from 

sugar-cane) because he often liked to drink, but for me, to tell you the truth, it 

made me afraid because when he drank he got very problematic. He would get 

mad at me though  if I didn’t bring it to him , accusing me of being a bad wife, 

and talking about how much he has sacrificed and done for me in our years of 

marriage (they were married for 26 years). So it was hard [for me to decide 

whether to buy and bring him a bottle or two] because I know how he gets, but 

since I was afraid, I decided to buy a bottle, but that I would keep it hidden. He 

asked me one day, and I told him I hadn’t gotten any, and he got really angry with 

me. He was in a bad mood for three days. Then I went to wash the clothes [in the 

river] and when I returned, I saw that he had found the bottle after going through 

my stuff in the bedroom. I could tell he was already on his way to getting drunk, 

and since I didn’t want any problems, I didn’t say anything. I just started to make 

dinner.   

 

Then one of my older sons (25 years old) showed up and my husband kept asking 

him to join him and drink with him.  y son kept saying, “no dad I don’t want to 

drink, and his father would say, “no, what I’m saying my son is that you have to 

drink with me.”  y son then even tried reasoning  with the alcoholic in his 

father] by saying, but look, you’ll have more trago (alcohol) to yourself if I don’t 

help you. My husband then started calling him ingrato (ungrateful) and blamed 

my son for not having helped him recover from an accident eight months earlier 

[a tree had fallen on my husband, and he was incapacitated for some time, and my 

son was working in the city and did not come home to help him .”  y son began 

to drink with him to placate him, while insisting, “But no dad, I didn’t come home 

because I didn’t have any money and the money I had I wanted to send for the 

medical bills.” But this didn’t help. They then drank quite a bit together, and my 

husband continued arguing with my son, and finally my son said, “bueno entonces 

hijo de puta ¿que es lo que quiere usted? (so then, son-of-a-bitch, what is it that 

you want?), and he left and entered the house, but my husband followed and hit 

him. They began rolling on the ground, a shirt was torn, and he was using a belt to 

hit him. I was screaming, and told them to stop and they did, momentarily. It was 

close to 2 o’clock in the morning and I went inside to finish some tamales I was 

making. My husband followed me and started arguing with me, asking again for 

more trago (drink). I got scared, and I went into the bedroom for a while to 

pretend to look for another bottle – I was hoping he would either calm down, or 

forget that he wanted more. From the room, I could hear them starting to argue 

again and my son was complaining about the way his father treated me. I started 

to come out of the room – I wanted to stop him from saying these things, when I 
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heard PUM!, the gunshot. My son had grabbed a rifle and shot him, and he fell on 

this side [like this] but boca arriba (face up), and I thought for a moment he 

might still be alive, but he was not. Actually, he died immediately (Interview, 

2007). 

 

I asked her if anyone else had been home, or if it was only the three of them. She 

replied, “yes, the three of us -- and my four young children too.” When I commented on 

the trauma that they all must have experienced, she assured me that this was bad, but it 

was not the worst of it.  

You see, now my son speaks as if his father deserved to die, because he had 

mistreated me and the family for so long. After killing him, my son sent one of his 

little brothers to the neighbors at that hour and said, ‘go to their house, wake them 

and tell them that my father is dead, that they should come to see him and help get 

the body out, and that I killed him myself.” Soon, he took his statement back, and 

now has turned his vengeance on us, on his own family. He threatened us, saying 

that since it was us that are saying that he killed his father, and that he would have 

to kill all of us now. He has us in fear, saying that even if they take him to jail, he 

will get out and seek revenge on us.   

 

Violence, Subjectivities, and Imaginings 

Gabi, Part III 

I introduced Gabi’s story in the prologue, and that of her mother at the start of 

Chapter Four. Here, I return to her story to examine how violence manifests throughout 

different generations and how it shapes family histories and experiences of trauma and 

suffering. I also discuss the intersections of these histories of normalized violence, 

discourses and ideas about rights, and her imaginings of a different world. 

During the summer of 2008, I visited my friend Gabi and her family in Manabí. I 

had not seen her since 2005. They had lived for over twelve years in Las Colinas, but her 

family had returned to Chone, Manabí after her father had died and her mother became ill 
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in 2004. As is the case with many families who suffer illness in Las Colinas, they decided 

to leave the region in order to live closer to a hospital and to extended family.  

Soon after my arrival in Chone, Gabi and I went into town to stave off the 

insufferable heat with some ice cream. Like an eager research assistant, she also helped 

me locate the home of a historian in the city, and the offices of a well-known anti-family 

violence organization. As we ate our ice cream, Gabi started to warn me about our 

impending trip to the campo where her family was from. She said it would be hard for 

her, as she had not been there for many years. I was unaware of this at the time, but her 

last visit had been traumatic, and had left an indelible imprint upon her and her family.  

After her father died and her mother grew ill in 2005, Gabi returned to the 

province of Chone and bounced around between different households in order to help 

with harvests, childrearing of nieces and nephews, and caretaking of sick relatives. Two 

years in a row, she had enrolled in high school, but had to drop out to fulfill various 

family duties and work to support her mother's health costs. At one point, she traveled to 

the rural campo of Rio Bendido to help her sister Amelia and her family for a few weeks 

during the cacao harvest.  

As Gabi described it to me (in 2008): 

It was very difficult because my sister and her husband were having problems. They 

had four children who were of school-age, and she wanted to estudiar sus hijos in the 

nearest city (five hours away by mule) [this would mean that the kids would spend 

months at the house of another sister in the city of Chone]. Amelia's husband Wilter 

started to accuse her of having another man in Chone, and he would get angry every 

time the topic of school would come up. He would tell her, if you go to the city, it’s 

because the truth is that you are seeing another man.” She would simply reply, "I’m 

not capable of that, I just want my children to study and have opportunities and that’s 

it.” I would support her and say, "it's true, I swear, she just wants a good future for 

them.” We were picking beans one day, and the topic came up and the discussion got 
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heated. I remember I was really afraid of him that day. He was so crazy. He yelled at 

my sister, "I told you that you are not going to go!" I knew something bad was 

coming so I pleaded with him, "What are you going to do? What is it?" and he said 

“Nothing. I’m just going to kill her, and then I’ll kill myself.” And he pulled out a 

gun.  

 

Gabi and her sister pleaded with him in desperation. Gabi reminded him of the horrible 

need the children would experience without their mother, and how much they would 

suffer because children need a mother. “Don't do it, think of them,” to which he replied, 

"I'm doing it for my children. They will continue growing and they'll be fine. I said I 

would do it, so I will do it.”  

Gabi then threw herself in front of her sister, asking him to kill her instead. He 

pushed Gabi to the ground and she landed hitting her head on a hard patch of soil. She 

then heard two shots in almost-perfect succession. With his oldest son sitting ten feet 

away on the back stoop of the house, and his younger kids hiding just behind the bean 

stalks, Wilter shot their mother in the upper left area of her chest, and then he shot 

himself in the head.  

In a state of disbelief from this story, I could hardly respond. I had millions of 

questions running through my head, but they all seemed irrelevant. Eventually I managed 

to ask if he had been drunk. No. He was completely sober. Had he hit her sister regularly? 

No. He had hit her sister a few times during the early years of their relationship, but he 

had not abused her since their children were born. Recognizing that I was strangely 

disappointed because alcohol and a history of violence could not easily explain this 

horror, I fell back into my state of disbelief.  
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Gabi continued, however, and described the immediate aftermath, during which 

she passed out on the way to her uncle's house to notify the family. She spoke freely of 

the various health problems she has suffered since this incident. She does not remember 

the week following the incident, and her family took her to the hospital in the city, where 

they gave her a number of calmantes (pills with a calming, anti-anxiety effect). She was 

told she had had some kind of “paro cardiaco, algo así, del corazón” (heart attack, or 

something like that, of the heart) which also means that, to this day, she can’t experience 

any sustos (or moments of fright) because she feels like her heart is very weak.   

  Finally, I asked her how she has dealt with this, and how she feels when telling 

me the story. She responded:  

The past is the past, at least that's what all my friends always tell me. “You have 

to think only about the future.” But to that I say, “what happened did happen. It 

didn’t not happen. I can't forget that.” So, I have friends who I can talk to about it. 

But they are also always bothering me, asking me how old I am, and when I say 

I'm 18, they respond: “but you're old enough to have a boyfriend, so why don’t 

you have one!?” like this is the most important thing. I just tell them, “sure, male 

friends maybe, but boyfriends, no.”  

 

To me it seems that there are so many women who have so many problems, so 

many children, and there are times that I just don't feel sure about that. I mean, I 

don't want that, and I don't think I can do that – you know… be the perfect wife. I 

have always loved children, but I don't feel like I am capable of being the perfect 

mother. So I'm fine the way I am [single]. But who knows about the future. 

 

We delved into a long conversation about gender norms and expectations. Despite my 

inability to use anything but semi-academic language to describe this, she understood me 

completely. I told her, "you should make decisions for yourself. It doesn't matter what 

those cultural norms say, that you are ‘of the age to have children’. That's just what 

people say, but you have to do what you want. I mean, so many people here don't 
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understand how I could not have children yet. But I am not going to let that bother me. 

And you know… in the name of your sister, you can live your life differently, and even 

think about ways that you can talk to and help other young women recognize how they 

can exercise more choice in their lives." 

Gabi’s story speaks to a longer trajectory of suffering borne by multiple 

generations of men and women in her family. Women across three generations of her 

family have experienced economic, psychological, sexual, and physical violence at the 

hands of fathers, husbands, brothers-in-law, and uncles. Both burdened by this history 

and empowered by the possibility of overcoming it, Gabi struggled deeply with the 

contradiction between what she wanted and desired from her life, and that which was 

expected of her. Unfortunately, she was never able to reconcile the two.   

Violence and Change in Las Colinas  

This account of horrific violence is not uncommon in Manabí, nor among the 

Manabita families residing in the region of Las Colinas. While this violence is also the 

stuff of stereotypes, the stereotypes themselves are powerful shapers of people’s 

subjectivities. Whether or not the stereotypes are based in any fact, the naturalized 

associations between Manabas, violence, and machismo have shaped people’s 

understandings of violence – in particular, affecting people’s perceptions of legitimate 

and illegitimate violence. Many years ago when I was visiting Las Colinas, I recall 

overhearing rumors about these murders in Rio Bendido, and knowing that Gabi’s aunt 

was to travel immediately to Manabí because her niece had been killed by her husband (I 

did not know that Gabi, nor the children, witnessed the murders). People in the region 
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first told this story with a tone of incredulity, but after a few initial declarations of “que 

pena por los niños” (how sad for the children) the shock wore away within a day or two. 

No matter how horrific or even unjustified, these forms of violence have become deeply 

naturalized. In telling this story, the emphasis was never on the killing of a woman. It was 

on the death of a mother and a father who left behind four parent-less children.  

Physical violence is commonplace in the region of Las Colinas. Due to its remote 

location, people have had limited access to formal legal and judicial infrastructure. As 

some argue, it is for this reason that the Manabas (of rural Manabí and Las Colinas) have 

often taken the law into their own hands. As one man joked to me one grisly afternoon, 

justice in Las Cruces is enforced by recourse to the la ley del machete (the law of the 

machete). That day, a father and son were beheaded by their male neighbors, because 

they failed to ensure that their cows stopped trespassing and feeding in adjacent pastures. 

In this case, and in many others, the murderers had fled – either deeper into the region or 

to another part of Ecuador. Most people in the region believed they would never be 

found. As of 2010, they still had not been apprehended. This climate of impunity – 

especially for men who are more able to pick up and start anew in another rural area in 

Ecuador – is central to understanding the ways that violence and lawlessness have 

become naturalized. 
104

   

                                                
104 The stereotypes of Manabitas are overwhelming violent; this has become more firmly entrenched in the 

Ecuadorian popular imaginary through the release of a suite of low budget films focused on assassins and 

banditry and violence in the province. In Las Colinas itself, I must admit to having been shocked and 
almost appalled when I learned about many of the customary manifestations of violence. For example, after 

many community-wide parties (especially bailes following soccer tournaments, celebrations in honor of 

patron saints, or events that raise money for the schools or health center), drunken men will greet the 

morning by shooting bullets into the air. On a select few occasions, misfires have caused serious injury, and 

at least five accidental deaths in the past since 2001. Long nights of drinking and dancing often culminate 
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No Exit: Women’s Strategies and Options for Overcoming Violence 

 This section explores not only the barriers that battered women face in 

overcoming violence, but also the strategies they adopt, and why these choose some over 

others. To understand the barriers that women encountered when seeking help, I asked 

Maria the following (Interview, 2003):  

Karin: When women in the region are mistreated in the home, where do they go?  

Maria: When they are abused, what a woman does is take the hit and cry. And 

that is all. But, when she has good friendships, when we are close to our parents, 

sometimes we will go to them and tell them that we demand that our husband no 

longer hits us for a specific reason. In that way, we have a form of support. But 

when we live at home, there is nothing we can do but cry.  

Karin: In my experience, it seems that houses located deeper in the region are 

less likely to be close to homes of other family members. Do you find that to be 

true? 

Maria: Yes, there really aren’t many women here that have their families close. 

 

Though Maria reports having a fairly equitable relationship with her husband, in her 

speech, she identifies with battered women in Las Colinas, as she switches from speaking 

in the third to first person in this account. Apparently, she is well aware of women’s 

predicaments in Las Colinas homes, as she voices a response that I commonly heard 

when I asked this question. Almost all women responded in my interviews that battered 

women generally endured the violence and stayed. Some, however, acknowledged that 

there is, in fact, a range of options – though they were quick to point out the limitations to 

most of these options. For example, one woman explained that, “some women leave and 

ditch their children, while others go away with their children and others, like myself, stay 

                                                                                                                                            
in brawls between men using their fists, knives, machetes, and in some cases, guns. Gun ownership is 
commonplace throughout the region for hunting, the protection of chickens and livestock, and more 

recently, as protection from invasores (squatters). Women are often reminded – both explicitly and 

implicitly – of the threat of violence due to the consistent availability and presence of weapons. As I have 

shown, men in Las Colinas often resort to physical violence to resolve intra-familial and intra-community 

conflicts.104 
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and endure because they don’t want their kids growing without a family.” Ana, in the 

following excerpt, emphasizes her ‘investment’ in her family and her unwillingness to 

squander it, especially when the option of leaving is highly problematic and difficult, at 

best.  

Ana: I don’t want to leave this home that I have built up. I have been working for 

this family for more than 20 years, for my kids, for my house, for this 

relationship, I cannot give up now and leave him with it all. I cannot go to my 

 extended  family, I have not seen them in so long and I don’t want to bother 

them now. I guess there is talk of refuges in some places, but I don’t know of 

them. Why would I go somewhere where I know nobody? I could never go with 

my kids. He would never let that happen. They say that in your country the 

government actually helps women, but in Ecuador, they don’t do anything for us. 

So I just hope that he stops bothering me one day so we can just get on with our 

lives peacefully.  

Cecilia 

Field Notes, July 12, 2003  

 

It’s amazing how people living in El Carmen always make this community sound 

like paradise. Full of healthy children, happy families, and people that appreciate 

life. One woman literally said, “abused husbands, abused wives? No. There is no 

abuse here.” However, after several more interviews and much time spent here, I 

heard the story of Cecilia from another woman. Specifically, I asked her what 

women in the region did if they experienced abuse at the hands of their husbands. 

She responded, “They don’t do anything. They don’t even ask for help. They just 

stay with their husbands, as they should. Take the example of Cecilia. Her 

husband really knows how to hit her.
105

 Last year, she had an affair with another 

man. Her husband knew this and beat her.” Of course, at this point, I asked if it 

was true, that she had gone with another man and Evelyn said she believed so. 

Cecilia’s husband beat her so badly that her face was visibly bruised and swollen. 

She came to Evelyn, asking to borrow a mule so that she could leave the region. 

Evelyn refused, saying that she herself would be in trouble with Cecilia’s husband 

if she collaborated with her. Evelyn also tried to convince Cecilia, who had 

several young children, that leaving her family would be the worst choice. As she 

insisted, “For a child, there is nothing like having a father and mother.” As I 

continued to ask her questions about this scenario, it was clear that Evelyn was 

very proud of keeping this family together. And now I am struck when recalling 

                                                
105 “Ellas no piden ayuda, no hacen nada. Se quedan tranquillas y sigan con sus hombres. Por ejemplo, tu 

conoces a Cecilia. Su marido sabe pegarle bastante.” 
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Cecilia’s silence at our focus group. She simply sat there quietly with a very small 

baby in her arms.  

 

Juana 

Juana is a thirty-two year old woman. She has six children with Luis, and they have been 

married since she was fourteen. For the past twelve years, he has not let her return to 

Manabí to visit her family. They arrived in the region ten years ago, first living in a 

community three hours from Las Cruces. Now, they live together with four of their 

children on a small plot of land in Las Cruces, so that the children can attend school.  

 

Karin: What are the responsibilities of an ideal husband? 

 

Juana: I have no idea because my husband has not been good. He doesn’t know 

how to treat a woman well. I guess a husband should work, and not run around 

with other women, as he does. My husband used to hit me. Not as much anymore 

because we are living here in Las Cruces. 

 

Karin: Why has that made things different? 

 

Juana: We are closer to other people. He doesn’t go out and drink as much as he 

used to. Things have gotten better. Before, it was much worse. He would come 

home late at night, very drunk. He had been with other women, or so he told me. 

And he would hit me.  

 

Karin: And your children? 

 

Juana: Yes, they were there and they always saw. He said he had another woman 

and he was thinking about running off with her. He would tell me horrible things - 

that I was worth nothing. And then he would hit me. Hard. I had bruises all over 

my face, this half of my face was completely swollen. My eye was very big, and it 

turned yellow. For more than a week, I could not leave the house. He has since 

asked my forgiveness many times. 

 

Karin: Have you forgiven him? 

 

Juana: I don’t really have an option because I don’t want to leave my children. 

Other women leave, without their children. Some bring their children with them. 
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Others are like me, and they stay because they have nowhere to go and they want 

the best for their children. They should not be apart from their father. 

 

Though it may appear that women are passively resigning themselves to live their lives as 

victims of abuse, they in fact harbor the hope and optimism that things will improve with 

time. In fact, older women (above the age of 35, in most cases) reported that violence had 

decreased in their households over time. The reasons women offered to explain this trend 

were varied, but most women emphasized either that they both had learned to live 

together as a couple, or simply that their husbands’ characters grew less aggressive with 

age. In fact, many women also prided themselves on being able to deal with their 

husband’s anger, and they recognized this as part of being a strong and smart woman. 

Therefore, they understood when to abandon a sensitive topic or to leave their husbands 

alone and let them regain a sense of calm. 

 If we understand the few options that women actually have, we see that the 

dilemma for women is an intensely contradictory one. As Merry (1997) points out in her 

discussion of battered women in Hawaii, “protection requires ending a relationship that 

may involve some caring and financial support as well as violence” (65). Women 

generally have little contact with extended family, they have no source of independent 

income, and they desire to stay with their children for obvious reasons. Retaining the 

sanctity of the family is, of course, of extreme importance to Las Colinas’ women, as it is 

integral to their identities as women.  In Gloria’s story, below, again we recognize that 

community discourse about family violence is much more likely to judge the battered 
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woman, than the battering man. And, again, both individual women’s discourses and 

community discourse about violence serve to reaffirm the sanctity of the family.  

Gloria 

Field Notes, June 2003 

 

Gloria, the wife of Miguel, a community leader in Las Cruces, left the region with 

her youngest daughter, leaving her other five children with her husband. One 

evening, the couple had a very vocal fight, which most of the community could 

hear on account of the closely clustered housing in Las Cruces. Although I have 

heard many variations of the story, I was told that Miguel had been hitting her, 

with the flat edge of a machete in some accounts, because he suspected that she 

was having an affair. What struck me when this story was recounted was the 

emphasis placed on the fact that she left her husband and most of her children 

behind, not on the act of violence nor the suspicion of infidelity that preceded it. 

After hearing repeatedly that she had been having an affair, I begun almost 

believing this myself (although in retrospect, it was hardly believable because I 

had never seen this woman outside of her home in the ten months I had known 

her). I spoke with some of her closest neighbors who angrily assured me that her 

husband had no reason to worry, that he was simply a drunk machista that night. 

They reasoned that it was impossible that she would ever be able to have an affair 

with the high visibility of her comedor and her husband’s control of the 

household. Though the factual details of this event remain contested, the retelling 

of this story, by men and women alike, and their focus on the woman’s absence 

also demonstrates that while the blame and the violence was commonplace, the 

departure of a woman from her home and children was highly unusual and 

morally suspect. 

 

Clearly, maintenance of the family unit is prioritized over both women and men’s 

psychological well-being. In fact, these two are not even considered to be connected. The 

basic fact of a woman’s existence is that she must do all she can to maintain her family, 

even if at the cost of her well-being (not incidentally, this conjures images of la mujer 

abnegada, the suffering woman). Wife battering in Las Colinas creates painful and 

traumatic contradictions in the daily lives of women who want to be ‘good mothers,’ 

devoting themselves to their families, but who simultaneously live in fear of their own 
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households. As we have seen, these women have limited options to leave or to resist their 

positioning. With escalating economic hardship, women are increasingly pressured to 

sustain their families financially, yet strict gendered ideologies restrict their participation 

in the labor market. On a larger scale, “as long as women feel unsafe in their homes and 

on their streets, they cannot fully participate in . . . evolving economies” (Shrader-Cox 

1992). In addition, the strict relegation of women to the domestic spheres severely 

impedes solidarity building among women, as many women only rarely leave their 

homes. Though women have adopted micro-strategies of resistance to negotiate their 

positioning within the household and to temporarily escape violence, they are often 

unable to truly challenge their treatment and position. The emergence of new discourses 

of empowerment ring hollow in an environment underpinned by structural violence, due 

to lack of governmental engagement, limited economic opportunity, and institutional 

ideologies that legitimize and reinforce the oppressive treatment of women.  

  any of the same factors also work against women’s justice-seeking behaviors. 

Despite increases in formal access to judicial services, fear shapes and impedes women 

from accessing their rights to justice. In one interview, Clara describes the reasons why 

some women – despite their knowledge of their rights, do not act upon their rights, 

because of their deeply entrenched fear of their husbands. When I asked Clara about the 

benefits of women’s empowerment, she replied:  

According to women, we have more value than we think, more value than they 

[men] give us. I mean, we can do this because we have a right to, but it’s hard...   

I’m afraid, really, so it’s better that I just stay quiet and not say anything.  I then 

asked if she felt that women had come far enough, or if they still had much to 

learn about empowerment.  I guess it’s still lacking, we have a lot to learn still, 

but also sometimes we know what our rights are, that’s not the problem, we 
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know, but we are afraid, like something is going to happen. I mean there are some 

women who get angry with other women and say “go, denounce him!” because 

the man is abusing her, but sometimes the fear of him hitting you again or the fear 

of it becoming an even bigger problem, sometimes make one abstain, hold back 

and not file the report. But there are other women, other women who see their 

husband raise their hand and ya! The women are heading off to the Comisaria, so, 

I guess it depends on the person (Interview, 2008). 

 

In Chapter Eight, I will further explore the role of fear when I discuss women’s changing 

responses to family violence, and their decisions as to whether or not to file a report with 

the Police Commissary.  

Female to Male Violence: Husband-Beating, Self-Defense, or Resistance? 

Although I have only heard of one incident in which a woman attacked a man in 

the region, women have told me that women have been known to ‘beat’ men as well. 

However, when I have requested details of these incidents, they do not recall specific 

occurrences. I learned of one incident a week before my research ended. In an interview, 

I customarily asked if female violence against men existed in the region. With surprise, 

my interviewee asked, “You did not hear about what happened yesterday? I know they 

were looking for you, because they were carrying out the dead body of a boy from Viche, 

and the doctor was not in the health center. They wanted the doctor to perform an autopsy 

and write the death certificate, and thought you would know where he was.” Apparently, 

a young married couple (the wife was 15 years old and the husband was 16) had begun 

quarreling at home. At first, I heard that the young girl had broken a bottle over her 

husband’s head. Later, I was told that she did so in her own self-defense, as her husband 

had been beating her severely. The girl then ran away into the forest immediately after 

she killed him. The community was searching for her, and even her parents were willing 
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to turn her over to the authorities in Quinindé. They had wanted a death certificate from 

the doctor of the Health Center to document the cause of death and to serve as evidence 

against the young girl, serving yet again as a reminder of the double standard of 

impunity. Unfortunately, I am still unaware of what ultimately transpired.  

Intersections: Domestic and Structural Violence  

Throughout all of these stories, we can clearly see that violence is multi-

dimensional. For analytical purposes, it is useful to separate these dimensions to see how 

people come to understand, justify and normalize each dimension. However, the silences 

embedded within violence and its effects derive from the intersections of different forms 

of violence, and the processes of differentiation and self-blame they produce. In this case, 

a violent "culture" is created through political economy and reproduced through the 

intersections of violence. Women (and men’s) limited claims on citizenship and the 

everyday challenges to their livelihoods derive from their dispensable, or disposable, 

status. Quite literally, they live in a biological reserve, which the state has designated as a 

protected area solely for the reproduction of plants and animals, not humans. Continuing 

legacies of violence, and an inability to access to justice, derive from this marginal, 

peripheral position.  

Change is at hand, however, and in Las Colinas, violencia doméstica has become 

a flashpoint in discussions about gender relations, family health, and community 

development. Even though it has been positive in many cases, this focus on violencia 

doméstica (understood as wife beating) has obscured the structural forms of violence that 

impede women from being fully able to act upon this right. The challenges for both men 
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and women are clear from the previous chapter; the new two chapters will explore in 

greater depth the effects of human rights discourse and practice and (NGO-led) 

community development on gender, violence, and sexuality in Las Colinas.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: NGOS, DEVELOPMENT, AND THE STATE: A 

TRANSNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY OF INTIMACY 

 

In this chapter, I review the transnational dimensions of development in Las 

Colinas, and the ways that sexualities and intimacies have become a central node in the 

local struggle for autonomy amidst community development and state restructuring. 

Various development initiatives in Las Colinas have been implemented through diverse 

partnerships between NGOs, the national government, the municipality of Quinindé, and 

the community. This chapter examines three distinct development initiatives that have 

had both direct and indirect effects on gender, family and community relations. A 

women’s microcredit association, a community-based health project, and a locally-run 

ecotourism initiative provide rich examples of the gendered, trans-local dimensions of 

development.  

In this analysis, I adopt a broad, transnational lens to examine both the contours 

and the “tense and tender ties” of empire (Briggs, et al. 2006; Stoler 2006). With the 

term “contours of empire,” I refer to broad formations and imperial regimes of 

international development truth and expertise that flow from North to South. At another 

level, using the tense and tender ties of empire, I examine the micro and interrogate how 

the everyday “marks out the normal, quotidian character of empire and colonialism” 

(Briggs et al. 2006). In this attempt, I follow the lead of Ann Laura Stoler, who addresses 

the cultural and biological politics of race, sexuality and gender, or the “tense and tender 

ties” of empire as not merely “microcosms of empire but its marrow” (Stoler 2006:3). 
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Thus, it is the marrow – the affective and intimate relationships between men and women 

in Las Colinas – that comprises a key site for the making of empire. Stated another way, 

transnational processes embodied in development regimes and state-craft reorganize and 

shape gender relations in ways that are conducive to asserting their power. In Las 

Colinas, this is most evident in the way that ideas of sexuality, intimacy, and family are 

“modernizing,” as they are refracted through not only human rights discourse, 

development paradigms, and international volunteers. Interrogating the ways that sexual 

politics are being negotiated in Las Colinas also demonstrate the makings of empire; in 

this case, imperial regimes of development truth and expertise.   

In particular, I highlight the historical and political economic dimensions of 

international development policy, and how neoliberal policy has hit the ground in 

Ecuador. This discussion sets the stage for understanding how development itself has 

become a terrain of contestation in the region of Las Colinas, as well as for how the 

region’s inhabitants experience, understand and practice citizenship (elaborated in 

Chapter Eight). To do so, I engage selectively with critical development theory, feminist 

development critiques, and transnational histories to draw linkages between international 

development policy and practice and the local reorganization and re-signification of 

gendered identities and sexualities in rural Ecuador.  

Gender is a fundamental analytic tool for “thinking transnationally” because it 

encourages us to denaturalize inequalities and to consider their mutual interconnection 

(Briggs, et al. 2006). Similarly, Adams and Pigg (2005b) examine sexuality within the 

transnational frame of development, considering sexuality “a node in the negotiation of 
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class-stratified transnational relationships” (9). Race, gender, and sexuality are all 

important lenses that help illuminate how differentiation occurs through bodies; stated 

differently, transnational processes produce difference through diverse and profoundly 

personal ways (Stoler 2006).
106

 These differences are the effects and conduits of 

imperialism, and not simply its causes. Using these theoretical genealogies as a point of 

departure, we see here how “imperialism” is made and remade at the site of the body and 

how structures of dominance are constituted through and made manifest in the intimate 

realms of everyday life.  

 Inhabitants of Las Colinas and Manabí have experienced a long history of 

exclusion and marginalization from the state;  anabí’s political history (exemplified best 

by the Liberal Revolution) attests to the importance of autonomous development to 

Manabitas. Las Colinas residents have long struggled to assert their autonomy vis-à-vis 

the state, despite their selective, specific demands. In this first section, I delve into 

specific narratives about the nature of the mistrust between Las Colinas inhabitants and 

the state, and later describe the openings through which NGO’s have emerged as strategic 

partners in inhabitant’s struggles with and against state. This scenario is not this 

straightforward, of course, as the effects of certain NGO efforts have only helped further 

encroachment and involvement by the state. For example, local Ecuadorian NGOs first 

paved the way for the state to declare the region a reserve, La Fundación built a health 

center for which it then solicited the support of the Ministry of Health, and Fundación 

Bosque Verde has successfully promoted ecotourism packages, thus attracting global and 

                                                
106 In fact, these processes are naturalized at the site of the body, requiring that scholars denaturalize the 

embodied crystallization of culture and biology. 
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national interest and appearing on the home pages of Ecuador’s  inistry of the 

Environment. Don Marcelo, one of the first settlers in this area, described the following:  

The people who came here to this land, they came only with a few possessions. 

Whatever they could carry. And from one moment to the next, the state comes in 

and says “this is my property and we are no longer going to give you any land 

title because this mine (the state’s), this is protected area, this is primary forest” 

So, how do the people feel? Cheated, tricked, betrayed. Most of them had sold 

whatever little property they had where they came from, Manabí in most cases. 

And they came here to buy more land so that their children would have a place to 

live. But they confronted this problem, and some people then left and went back 

to Manabí if they were able to, but overall the lack of trust has just grown. And 

it’s not going way, nor is it being resolved today. Nobody knows for example 

what is going to happen with the new constitution [2008] if it passes, it will be an 

entirely different system that they implement.  I know is that ever since the end of 

the military dictatorship in the 1970s, this is the first president who really has said 

and proclaimed that “this has to change.” But who knows.  ost people hope for 

the same things that I hope for, but they still doubt it will change, because we 

have lived through so many engaños del gobierno (so much government 

deception).  

 

He then went on to describe how deep-seated this anger and mistrust is, thus creating an 

environment in which people want nothing to do with the state, especially if they risk 

strengthening it without any personal benefit.  

But many of these things can be well-meaning. For example, Correa said nobody 

should go without electricity. But there are people here who don’t want that, and I 

don’t really know why. I guess because we know that it’s an investment by the 

state, but it is also income for the state. The state will gain a lot of money, for 

example, each person here has to pay five dollars a month for social security, and 

that’s quite a bit of money for the state, even though most of it is spent on 

needless bureaucracy.  The distrust will go away slowly if the government 

actually fulfills its promises. But it’s a problem also for local organizations that 

turn out looking like liars; they want to make promises to the people, but their 

promises depend on the promises made by the government.  

 

Here, Don Marcelo also charts the process by which responsibility and accountability are 

redistributed onto the more local, decentralized organizations. These organizations are 

held accountable by their constituents, yet, as he points out, they do not actually have the 
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ability to move around resources and fulfill promises. To uncover these dynamics and set 

them within a transnational and global context, I now turn to describe the ways that 

neoliberal economic policy has shaped and paved the way for the proliferation of NGOs, 

government decentralization, and shifting forms of governance and accountability. In this 

discussion, I try to highlight not only the ways in which governance has taken different 

shape, but also how it has created certain openings that Las Colinas inhabitants are using 

to negotiate their future. 

Ecuador: Neoliberalism & the Contours of Translocal Development  

Despite the fact that Ecuador is a small country, and it plays a relatively minimal 

role in the global economy, Ecuador’s economic, political and social life is intimately 

linked to transnational, global processes. Not only do transnational companies operate in 

Ecuador (Chevron-Texaco is a visible example, with their pending lawsuit for 

environmental damages in the Amazon), but also Ecuador exports traditional and non-

traditional commodities to the global market.  Ecuadorian people at home and abroad (as 

migrants) produce goods (such as banana, cacao, and cut flowers) for the global market 

(Waters 2006). In addition, the country has ratified multiple regional trade agreements, is 

a recent signatory of the WTO’s agreements, is indebted to transnational monetary 

institutions. These institutions, such as the IMF, have imposed strict and (arguably) 

inhumane conditions on the terms of these loans.
107

 As I will also demonstrate 

specifically in the case of Las Colinas, development within Ecuador has not occurred 

                                                
107 For instance, an agreement signed with the IMF in 2000 contained 167 loan conditions that involved, for 

example, the privatization of potable waters systems, a new oil pipeline contract, layoffs of some public 

employees and wage cuts for others, and increases in the price of basic commodities like cooking oil 

(Palast 2005). 
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within a cultural vacuum. In both the region and the country, transnational NGOs 

proliferate, tourists visit in high numbers, and economic futures are deeply enmeshed in 

the global economy (Waters 2006).  

In its recent economic, social, and political history, Ecuador has experienced two 

critical paradoxes that can only be understood within a transnational context. First, 

despite the country’s progressive advances in democratization, development, and gender-

sensitive legal and judicial reform in the past fifteen years, Ecuadorian families (and, 

especially women) suffer from persistent poverty and growing socioeconomic inequality. 

Second, the Ecuadorian nation-state has used a universalist lens to govern its individuals 

while simultaneously re-entrenching class, ethnic, racial, and gender differences among 

its people (Ecuador 2003; Ecuador 2008; Lind 2005:6).
108

 In this chapter, I turn on these 

two paradoxes in my attempts to delineate the ways that transnational political-economic 

processes have both driven and impeded particular forms of development in Ecuador. 

These forms of development (at community, national and transnational levels) have, in 

turn, reshaped intimacies and sexualities in the region of Las Colinas.  

During the post-World War II period, Ecuador’s state modernization efforts 

included industrialization, oil development, social welfare policies, and market-led 

development. In the 1970s and 1980s, Ecuador attracted significant foreign investment 

because it was considered safe and democratic (unlike Chile, Argentina, and countries 

throughout Central America). “Low levels of social protest, geographic diversity, and 

relatively high political and economic stability,” a small and manageable population, and 

                                                
108 This is regardless of the persistence of claims that the state recognize ‘plurinationalism’ or 

‘multiculturalism’, claims which have become codified in the last two constitutions.  



268 

 

the discovery of oil in the 1960s were all factors that converged to make Ecuador 

particularly attractive (Corkill, et al. 1988; Lind 2005). Due the plunge in oil prices in the 

1980s, Ecuador began implementing structural adjustment measures (SAPs) in order to 

access loans from the IMF (International Monetary Fund), much like many other Latin 

American countries. The SAPs promised to increase economic growth through “foreign 

investment, trade liberalization, privatization, state retrenchment, and the redistribution of 

social welfare” (Lind 2005:2). However, they only led to increased unemployment and 

high inflation, thus paving the way for an emergent economic crisis in the 1990s.  

Decentralization and NGOization 
 

Ecuador’s state modernization policies, and the ensuing economic crisis, set the 

stage for an influx of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) into Ecuador.  This 

process began in the 1960s, however, as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

emerged worldwide to assist post-colonial states to provide basic services to their 

marginalized populations (Kamat 2003a:89). Since the 1970s, NGOs have come to fill a 

critical role in the provision of public and social services in Ecuador. In contrast to the 

top-down approaches of the 1960s and 70s, NGOs have often been hailed as a panacea 

celebrated for their cost-effective, participatory, grassroots approaches to promoting 

development in marginalized communities throughout the developing world. However, 

they have also been critiqued for their failure to fulfill these very goals, as well as their 

role in obfuscating the global political economic dimensions of development and poverty 

through their focus on the “local.”  With the implementation of structural adjustment 

programs and neo-liberal economic policies in the early 1980s, developing countries were 



269 

 

forced to cut back on their social service budgets. At this point, international 

development agencies increasingly directed aid through NGO channels to fulfill this 

shortfall (Fisher 1997; Pfeiffer 2003).  

Despite an abundance of natural resources, Ecuador is extremely poor. As one 

indication of its poverty, GDP per capita was $1295 a year in 2001. It has since risen to 

$2850 in 2005 and to $3960 in 2008 (U.S. Department of State 2010). As of 2006, debt 

service consumed fifty percent of Ecuador’s budget, thus limiting the state’s ability to 

sufficiently fund provincial and municipal government, and meet the needs of its 

population (Acosta Arias, et al. 2004). Much like other countries on a global scale, 

Ecuador’s adoption of structural adjustment austerity measures during the 1980s spurred 

ministries to increasingly accept the assistance of NGOs to meet the population’s basic 

needs and shift to decentralized models of service provision (Keese and Argudo 2006).  

In Latin America more broadly, the transition to democratic civilian rule following the 

1980s debt crises also signaled a move towards decentralization, “which involves the 

transfer of decision-making power, administrative functions, and financial resources from 

central governments to provincial and municipal governments” (Keese and Argudo 

2006:114). Decentralization was believed to be able to more efficiently meet the needs of 

marginalized populations, as well as increase citizen participation, accountability, and 

thereby promote democracy (Keese and Argudo 2006).   

The 1990s and early 2000s in Ecuador were marked by extreme instability, 

including border disputes with Peru, a succession of five different presidents (all of 

whom implemented neoliberal policies), and the switch to the dollar as Ecuador’s 
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national currency in 2001 (Keese and Argudo 2006; Lind 2005; Phillips 1998). Various 

political scandals in the late 1990s exposed acute levels of corruption, centralism, and 

inefficiency, which thus brought on major constitutional reforms, including the 

decentralization law (Keese and Argudo 2006). In 1997, the Ecuadorian Congress passed 

The Law of Social Participation and Decentralization of the State, allowing government 

functions such as health, education, social welfare, housing, transport, environment, and 

infrastructure to be transferred to the provinces and cantons (Keese and Argudo 2006).
109

 

Aimed at increasing democracy, participation, and the efficiency of service provision, 

these decentralization tactics aligned with the global push to reform the public sector, as 

supported by the loan conditions set by the World Bank and IMF (Waters 2006).  

The movement towards decentralization in Ecuador (and elsewhere) provided 

critical openings for NGO’s, as municipal government enlisted their assistance to build 

institutional capacity and gain legitimacy from the central government (Keese and 

Argudo 2006). External technical and financial support have been very important to the 

development of Ecuador’s municipal governments (Cameron 2003).
110

 The 

decentralization process and growth of NGO presence has had significant effects for a 

region like Las Colinas, which has experienced persistent marginalization from the 

state. Community organizations have proliferated, beginning most notably with La 

                                                
109 The Law of Municipal Governments was then passed in 2001 to clarify the structure and responsibilities 

of municipalities; it requires that the central government transfer 15 per cent of its total income to the 

provinces and cantons. 
110 In this context, the Janus-faced relationship between the municipal government and NGOs like La 

Fundación become more understandable. Both organizations need one another for their legitimacy (some 

might argue that the municipality needs La Fundación more than vice versa), but the municipal officials 

assert their independence, autonomy, and decision-making authority despite their reliance on funding and 

capacity-building.  
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Asociación (the Women’s Bank) and the Health Committee. One community member 

described the shift this way:   

In the past, I just had to make sure I was good friends with the officials in the 

municipal government, and then they would do us favors once in a while. Like 

clearing the roads here, this has always been done out of the goodwill of certain 

leaders. But this is all changing. Now there is paperwork and bureaucracy on all 

levels. One can’t do anything without an oficio (a written proposal or letter). Now 

one has to type things up on a computer in order to get anything done.
111

 

 

This community member is describing how he has experienced the shift away from 

clientilism to participatory governance structures. Currently, the major challenge for local 

government is to gain the confidence of the people and to overcome resistance by local 

elites accustomed to clientelism (Keese and Argudo 2006). To do so, municipalities and 

cantons have been required to incorporate canton development plans, citizen assemblies, 

and participatory budgeting in order to encourage “citizen participation, transparency, 

and democracy in local public administration (Keese and Argudo 2006)” For example, 

the  inistry of Health has established citizen’s user committees to oversee the 

implementation of programs, such as the Ley de Maternidad Gratuita y Atención a La 

Infancia (the Free  aternity Law), which was first enacted in Ecuador’s 1998 

Constitution and reinforced in the 2008 Constitution.
112

  

Despite attempts to enliven civil society and implement participatory governance 

models, these particular efforts have little direct impact on people in Las Colinas, insofar 

                                                
111 He then quips that he was smart to help fund his son-in-law’s computer (and sometimes) internet café, 
“because he knows how to do these things better than I do. This way I don’t have to have the health center 

staff do it for me all the time. But I will still bother you sometimes, jaja.” 
112 According to the free maternity law, civil society health committees (composed mostly of women) have 

a legal right to monitor and oversee government-provided maternal health care within their communities 

(Dobra 2009) 
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as they live too far away from municipal hospitals to join a user committee. However, 

they are relevant in that local community-based committees, such as the health 

committee, the town council, the women’s association, and the ecotourism committees, 

are gaining legitimacy vis-à-vis the state through their legalization and as representative, 

participatory, grassroots organizations. Through these new kinds of relationships and 

possibilities, however, each of these committees also has to learn to strategize their 

presentation, with implications for self-governance (and the regulation of intimacies, as I 

show in the example of the brothel dispute that follows) and accountability (as Don 

Marcelo points out). 

Reshaping Family Relations through Development in Las Colinas 

First, I address a number of different interventions as key examples of how 

development initiatives have shaped sexualities, intimacies and family relations, on the 

one hand, and community and state relations, on the other. I focus on women’s 

microcredit, health project, and conservation initiatives as fora where relationships within 

and between families and institutions are being worked out and renegotiated.   

Women’s Micro-credit and Empowerment: History of La Asociación  

The most successful example of gender initiatives in the region is The 

Organization of Rural Women Advancing Towards the Future, (La Asociación), a 

women-run micro-credit organization that provides small loans for income-generating 

activities. With the assistance of an Ecuadorian conservation-oriented NGO, La 

Asociación was established in 1998 as an all-female organization with 21 members from 
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four different communities.
113

 La Fundación has also worked closely with La Asociación 

and, as mentioned previously, they facilitated the organizing and training of five 

members against family violence in the region (Mujeres Contra la Violencia). While the 

organization solicits funds from various NGO’s from time to time, it now runs as an 

autonomous and financially self-sustainable organization.   

 As recounted to me by the President of La Asociación de Mujeres in 2003, the 

Ecuadorian NGO responsible for introducing the idea of a Women’s Community Bank 

was primarily focused on ecological conservation in the area. However, they had received 

funding from the Canadian-Ecuador Development Fund, sponsored by the Canadian 

International Development Agency (CIDA), to promote micro-economic productive 

activities with an explicit gender component. To fulfill this agenda, an NGO staff 

member (called el ingeniero) held a meeting with families in the region to inquire if there 

was any other way that they could specifically assist women. A small group of women 

had already organized themselves informally as La Asociación de Mujeres, and had 

already been discussing different ways they might derive an income through developing 

ecotourism possibilities near their homes. According to one of the founders: 

When the organization came to work in the region, they asked us what we wanted 

their help with. So we told them we needed money, some capital, some place 

from where we could borrow money to raise chickens, for micro business. So the 

word ‘bank’ came out of the engineer’s mouth. He said, what you want is a 

community bank . . . . That was in 1998.  

The organization apparently had plans to begin a women’s community bank all along, 

based on recommendations from the Canadian International Development Agency 

                                                
113 Currently, they have 31 members from six communities, but the majority of members are from Las 

Cruces and Agua Dulce. 
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(CIDA) (personal communication, September 1, 2004). To access funding, the women in 

Agua Dulce needed to organize at least fifteen women. After a core group of families 

from Agua Dulce and Las Cruces decided to participate, women then went door-to-door 

trying to increase membership. Eventually, they gathered twenty-five members, although 

only twenty-two were considered official because three women lacked cédulas, or 

national identity cards.
 
 

 La Asociación provides loans to members and their families for the development 

and improvement of “productive and commercial” activities (the amount of loans has 

increased over time). As specified in the training manual, these include agricultural 

activities, such as corn, peanut, and rice production as well as the purchase and raising of 

livestock, such as pigs and chickens. In addition, loans can be used as initial capital for 

the establishment of a small restaurant or bakery. The primary objective of the bank, as 

defined by the women themselves, was to “empower rural women to overcome their 

marginalized positions” by encouraging solidarity. The secondary aim of the bank was to 

“lend credit to the women for the establishment and strengthening of small business.” 

Loans are generally issued by La Asociación de Mujeres for up to six months and accrue 

an interest of 5 percent per month, with an extra two percent of interest added to late 

payments. According to La Asociación bylaws, the payback of loans is assured by a 

“personal guarantee,” in conjunction with the signature of the woman’s husband, or 

another representative.  In addition, the women are organized into a Board of Directors, 

an Assembly, an Administrative Committee, and a Control Unit, each with specified 

functions and rotating posts each year. Meetings among La Asociación de Mujeres 
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members were held monthly for the first two years, but they are now held once every 

three months. Every 15 days, however, the Administrative Committee meets to oversee 

the payback of loans.   

Sofía explained the difficulty of going from door to door at the beginning, citing 

people’s skepticism, unwillingness to join, and the gossip that emerged about a bank 

controlled entirely by women.
 114

  When I asked her why this may have been the case, she 

responded,  

They doubt us because they think that we are doing bad things, maybe, in our 

sessions, that we address topics that aren’t good, since men for example have 

always been the ones to plan work, to decide about work and how to do it. So the 

women never have had a voice or a vote. Many women – not all – but many of us 

have only served to stay at home, alone. 

In their very act of organizing, establishing solidarity, and assuming leadership positions, 

the women of La Asociación were acting against the grain.  

 The women who joined La Asociación de Mujeres underwent a particular training 

process through which they learned the guidelines for participation. According to their 

first training consultant, there were three components: personal development, 

entrepreneurship, and bank management (Lorena Salazar, personal communication, 

September 1, 2004). The initial workshops emphasized the development of both self-

esteem and trust among participants, in conjunction with the establishment of the various 

Bank committees (Salazar 1998). Later workshops focused on professionalization topics 

such as accounting, characteristics of a good salesperson, fundamental aspects of small 

business, public speaking, project planning, guidelines for conducting meetings and the 

                                                
114 One community ceased to collaborate with Fundación Natura on account of arising suspicion, as this 

community began questioning whether or not the NGO was ultimately interested in stealing land. 
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importance of credit (Salazar and Viteri 1998). Workshops related to personal 

development and issues such as public speaking were closed to the female bank 

members, but other training meetings were often open to the husbands of La Asociación 

members, and many of them participated initially. Some of the meetings incorporated the 

husbands of La Asociación de Mujeres members with explicit objectives to “demonstrate 

to the husbands of Bank members the activities that the women are engaged in during 

their meetings, to encourage husbands to value women’s daily work in the home, to elicit 

lists of virtues that husbands attribute to their wives, and to reflect upon the ways in 

which decisions within the household are made and how these might be more 

participatory” (Salazar and Viteri 1998). In this last workshop, it was reported that the 

husbands were involved in and supportive of the activities, but in general, they remained 

suspicious of the bank’s activities for at least the first few years.   

 Sofia’s husband always had difficulty with her participation. As Diana recalled,  

We made it clear in the early days that men were always welcome at the meetings, 

they could go and listen, but not to talk. And Sofia’s husband came one day, and 

he was against his wife’s involvement. I stood up and I told him, ‘in the first 

place, here you [men] do not have a voice and you are intruding upon our space, 

this is a meeting of women,’ to which he responded, ‘well, you are all putting 

ideas into my wife’s head and she now things she do whatever she wants.’ She 

continued, ‘well, what’s happening is that you have been a machista all your life, 

and she is free, so please leave the meeting, or find a corner where you can wait 

and listen, but don’t speak again because this is not a space where you are allowed 

to abuse (or mistreat) your wife, or anyone.’ He got very angry and threatened 

Sofia with violence after this meeting and that was the straw that broke the 

camel’s back (“fue la ultima gota que derramó el vaso”). Sofia then got her kids 

together and together they all criticized him for his behavior. Her children 

supported her, and really began to devalue their father after this series of events. 

 

When I asked Lorena Salazar about the strengths and weaknesses of the bank’s 

implementation, she lamented that there had been no analysis of gender relations before 
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the bank’s commencement. The extent of the information that she had received before 

arriving in the community was, “It is a typical macho society” (Lorena Salazar, personal 

communication, 2004). Workshops were organized as full-day affairs without 

consideration for women’s household obligations. In addition, bank membership was 

much more feasible for women in the communities that had access to resources and their 

husband’s approval, as the registration fee was 50,000 sucres (the equivalent of two U.S. 

dollars) and all women had to have their husband’s signature on each loan request.  

La Asociación, Women’s Rights, and Household Change 

Maria: Sometimes we women are criticized, especially when a woman goes to the 

city to sell something, for example. We are told that rogues will steal from us and rape us. 

I used to be afraid. About all of this we have learned a lot [since joining La Asociación]. 

That we should not have this fear, because we can also leave the region like any other 

woman, like any other human being, without problems.  

Karin: So, do many women now feel comfortable selling and buying in the city?  

Maria: Many, no. But yes we buy and we sell also. And though I used to do it in the 

past, I am more comfortable now. All of this we have learned.  

Karin: What are some examples of problems you have faced along the way? 

Maria: The problems we have had to overcome were to have our husbands come to 

understand us, especially at the beginning, to understand that we as women should reach 

the same level as men. 

Karin: What do you mean exactly? 

Maria: Well, because I know, for example, that sometimes men say, “I’m a man. I 

will go myself to the city. I have nothing to lose.” On the other hand, we- women - 

cannot go the city. Some because they don’t know the city, others because it is 

dangerous, so that means that the husband has more opportunities than the wife does. 

If he has the right to go to the city, then I also have this right.  

Karin: So, are you saying that men and women should have the same rights? 

Maria: Yes, the same rights, exactly.  

Although the idea of a women’s micro-credit organization may conjure ideas of 

empowered women joining in solidarity without dependence on men, La Asociación was 

inaugurated on quite different terms. For instance, most women had to be convinced by 

their husbands to join, as their husbands were those that recognized the economic benefits 
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associated with membership. In one case, a member recalled her husband saying, “okay, I 

will register myself in this bank by sending my wife,” providing a fairly clear-cut example 

of an initiative that originated from the outside (in this case, a transnational funding 

source in search of a project), encouraged strategic negotiation on a local level (men 

accessing microcredit through their wives), without requiring structural change. In fact, 

many of the women themselves resisted the idea of joining. They were uncomfortable 

with taking on leadership roles, thus being subjected to community censure. Though 

many were being convinced by their husbands, they were cognizant of the fact that their 

membership may eventually give rise to discord within the home, as they were stepping 

beyond their rightful boundaries. Also, many women doubted their abilities, especially if 

they had not received much education. Finally, women were hesitant because they knew 

it would be a lot of work. For example, many women complained that the monthly full-

day meetings were difficult to attend because they lived up to six hours walking-distance 

away from the meeting-house. They were not usually allowed to travel alone, thus 

necessitating a day’s loss of labor for another family member. Women thus felt very 

guilty about leaving their children in the care of others, and leaving one’s family without 

three hot meals. This latter point arose repeatedly, and women stated that their husbands’ 

eventual acceptance of adopting household chores played a significant role in creating 

more equitable relationships within their families.  

When loans were first disbursed to the women, many of their husbands continued 

to single-handedly manage the household economy. However, membership in La 

Asociación should provide the women not only with an opportunity to take greater 
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control of the household economy, but also to gain confidence in other aspects of daily 

life. She captures the two-fold mission of social and psychological empowerment scripted 

in La Asociación’s mission statement, but she also indexes the fact that each of these 

processes is slow-going and gradual.  

When I asked the president of La Asociación to describe how the membership in 

the Bank improved her family’s economic situation, she stated,  

In our family, the improvement was in crop production. With the first loan, we 

used some money to clean and weed the fields to have a better harvest. With the 

other part, we bought vitamins, antiparasitic drugs for our skinny pig, to 

strengthen the pig a bit to sell it. This way we improved our [economic] situation 

a little . . .  

However, the economic benefits of membership in La Asociación de Mujeres did 

not strictly derive from the capital provided by loans. Women also reported having 

benefited greatly by both workshops in accounting provided by the initial NGO. They 

learned basic skills such as organizing and completing legal paperwork “so that we can 

learn that it is not only a man’s task.” Although many of their husbands controlled the 

household economy at first, with time almost all the women reported becoming 

increasingly involved in economic decisions within their families. Their husbands grew 

to respect the wives’ roles in making economic decisions, and women themselves grew 

more confident in their abilities to dialogue with their husbands about these issues and 

facilitate economic exchanges.  

Fátima felt more self-confident after joining the bank and undergoing initial 

training. As the owner and manager of one of Las Cruces’s three eateries, her 

participation helped her overcome the embarrassment she felt when working. 

Specifically, she mentioned the workshops on accounting, the loans provided by the 
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bank, and the confidence and reassurance she gained in her solidarity with other women, 

as critical to her success in opening her restaurant.  

The thirty women of La Asociación met every three months, their loans increased 

to $500, and (today) they are the longest-functioning women’s microcredit organization 

in the province. As I discuss in the chapter, through involvement with volunteers in La 

Fundación, the women of La Asociación have taken a very visible role in organizing for 

women’s rights in the region. Annually, they have organized marches for International 

Women’s Day and cooperated with many other initiatives in the region, often assuming a 

public role as “representatives” of the women’s voice. Some women have left the bank 

because they have found employment in the city, but nearly all of the women who reside 

in the region have pledged membership for life. Today, an almost dizzying array of 

microcredit opportunities exist for Las Colinas inhabitants; most have appeared since 

2006. Some are private, some are government-sponsored, and yet another has been 

created by the health center, to benefit and provide an incentive for its miembros legales 

(legal members of the region-wide health committee), health promoters, and health 

committee members. In this midst of these opportunities, the women of La Asociación 

are sticking together. Not only are they socially and emotionally close because of their 

struggles and joined commitment, but also most of them can access larger loans at better 

interest rates than the competition due to their long-term membership.     

Many critics of microcredit initiatives have demonstrated the ways that NGOs 

have, in fact, contributed to and reinforced a clientelistic subjectivity, thus transforming 

female participants into consumer-subjects rather than demanding-citizens (Keating, et al. 
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2010b; Schild 2007). On the one hand, the proliferation of micro-credit projects in Las 

Colinas provide clear evidence to this effect, as they encourage the formation of subjects 

oriented towards capital-intensive productive activities. While families are supported in 

their pursuit of productive activities, there is no doubt that a higher percentage of 

household incomes today are directed towards the purchase of luxury goods, and most 

notably, cell phones and entertainment devices.   

In this case, this conservation organization in Las Colinas developed projects 

which did increase women’s double-burden by providing micro-credit loans specifically 

for women’s productive activities.
115

 Women were undoubtedly overburdened by the 

need to fulfill both productive and reproductive tasks, and in its first five years, the 

microcredit project was deemed a failure because women did not actually have any 

control over the income derived from these productive activities. Men, however, began to 

slowly accept their wives participation in business ventures as they recognized that they 

were capable of managing them successfully. Simultaneously, women’s husbands 

increasingly assisted with everyday household tasks, such as cooking and watching the 

children while women had to attend their Asociación meetings or if another childcare 

plan fell through, for example. As Don Kelvin told me many years later, he became quite 

accustomed to having to cook and clean when his wife went to her meetings, even though 

he was one of the more resistant and problematic husbands at the Asociacion’s start. 

Through the symbolic dismantling of the division between productive and reproductive 

                                                
115 Latin American feminist scholars have convincingly demonstrated how economic restructuring has 

exacerbated women’s burden because of women’s socialized role in reproduction, their marginalized role 

in production, and the “targeting of poor women as volunteer contributors to the development process” 

(Benería and Feldman 1992; Lind 2005; Moser 1999; Phillips 1987b). 
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realms, Las Colinas families eventually made great strides in altering gender roles and 

norms within their households due to husbands recognition of women’s ability to manage 

productive tasks, on the one hand, and the absolute necessity of men’s assistance with 

household tasks, on the other. Recall what Matthew Gutmann (1999) found in his work 

on gender roles and change,  

transformations among women have had a profound effect on men in direct and 

indirect ways . . . part of the process in which women challenge men to change 

their thinking and practice involves the contradictions between consciousness that 

has been uncritically inherited and that which arises in the course of practically 

transforming the world  (93). 

 

In many of these cases, structural change followed, as many of these families adopted 

more equitable decision making processes, women became further integrated into the 

productive economy, and rates of violence declined over time. In the short-term, 

however, violence spiked, and some couples were driven apart, as we see in the story of 

Sofia which follows in Chapter Eight. In this political economic context, NGO’s have the 

ability to reach large numbers of people through their widespread, mobile reach and 

grassroots orientation. Yet, they are often unable to mobilize the resources necessary to 

stage interventions that go beyond the ideological – in this case, holding workshops 

aimed at eradicating a culture of violence, without providing women with true 

alternatives.  

La Fundación and Family Health 

Health care services in Ecuador are provided by a diverse combination of public, 

private and non-governmental institutions. As in the case of Las Colinas’s health center, 

provision of health services is increasingly offered by unique collaborations between 
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municipalities, NGO’s and the  inistry of Health. Despite this, there are low rates of 

coverage, especially for rural populations, and the health sector suffers from a severe lack 

of coordination. The Ecuadorian government provides health services through four 

different institutions: el Ministerio de Salud Pública (the Ministry of Health, or MoH), el 

Instituto de Seguridad Social (Institute of Social Security, IESS), the Armed Forces, and 

(most recently) municipalities (often as part of the mayor’s wife’s social service projects, 

such as El Patronato, in Quinindé).
116

  

Ecuador’s public spending on health (or, the general government expenditure on 

health as % of total government expenditure) has risen from 2.1% of its national budget 

in1995 (one of the lowest percentages of any country in the Western hemisphere), to 

6.4% in 2000, and 7.4% in 2007 (World Health Organization 2010).
117

 Ecuador’s health 

expenditure per capita was $434 in 2007, as compared to $7,285 in the United States and 

a global average of $863.  In addition, the high turnover rate among government officials 

within the Ministry of Health (for example, 31 ministers in 37 years) has complicated any 

long-term strategic planning.  

Due to the low rates of healthcare coverage in Ecuador, rural areas like Las 

Colinas are severely underserved. To fill this gap, inhabitants of Las Colinas and a small 

international NGO (La Fundación) collaborated to establish the first health center and 

                                                
116 In 2001, it was assessed that the MoH provided services to approximately 31% of the population, the 

IESS to 19%, and the Armed Forces to 1%, other public institutions around 10% and private sector to 20% 

(Ordonez 2005).  
117 Related data is as follows: Total expenditure on health as % of gross domestic product = in 2000, 4.2 

and in 2007, 5.8. Per capita total expenditure on health at average exchange rate (US$), in 2000, 54 or in 

2007, 200. Per capita total expenditure on health (PPP int. $), in 2000 was 202 and in 2007, 434. Per capita 

government expenditure on health at average exchange rate (US$) 17 or in 2007, 78. Per capita government 

expenditure on healthcare (PPP int. $) 63 in 2000 or 170 in 2007 (World Health Organization 2010). 
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primary health care project in this region in 2001. Previously, Las Colinas inhabitants had 

to travel to the district capital of Quinindé to access health services – a trip that could 

take between two and ten hours.
118

 As described in Chapter Two, a medical student was 

approached by a group of community leaders who requested financial assistance to 

support the construction of a health post.  

At a community assembly in April 2002, the funds were disbursed to the 

community, to be managed by a democratically elected health committee (Hc).  This 

Health Committee, consisting of four men and two women, were in charge of leading and 

directing construction efforts of the health post, managing the funds (with oversight from 

the NGO, which was in the process of becoming legally constituted in Ecuador), and 

soliciting further assistance from Ecuador’s central and municipal governments. At this 

time, the project quickly grew from a basic health post to a full-service health-center due 

to broad support from the communities and the municipality. This collaboration has since 

expanded into a unique four-way partnership between the NGO, the local health 

committee, the Ecuadorian Ministry of Health and the Quinindé municipal hospital. For 

many years, this was the only partnership of this kind that exists in the province of 

Esmeraldas and one of only a select few in Ecuador. The health center now serves 

officially as one of the  inistry of Health’s “subcentros de salud” (or primary care 

subcenter). The Ministry provides the health center with a rural doctor (or médico rural), 

nurse, and dentist, as well as some medicine, equipment, and access to nationwide health 

                                                
118 The district hospital is located approximately 30 kilometers from the health center in Las Cruces. To 

reach it, one must travel 12 km on a highway (approximately 25 minutes), and 18 km on an unpaved 

muddy road (between 60 and 120 minutes, depending on the season).  
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programs (such as Maternidad Gratuita). La Fundación coordinates international medical 

volunteers, provides medical supplies and equipment, trains local members to serve as 

health center staff, and – together with local health committees – they also design and 

oversee community development programming and capacity building. Depending on the 

season (which greatly affects travel times from distant communities), the health center 

treats anywhere from 40 (in 2001-2) to 300 patients per month (2006). Most significantly, 

the project has had an enduring network of health promoters. Despite lapses in 

participation, most of these health promoters have been a part of the project since the 

introduction of the community outreach component in 2003. Health promoters serve as 

representatives of the health center in the region, promote health center services, provide 

health education, administer first-aid kits, attend to emergencies, and today (armed with 

cell phones through a mobile technology project with NOKIA) these health promoters 

also communicate emergencies to the health center.  

From 2003 to 2006, the international support for the project was also further 

consolidated, as La Fundación began to establish chapters in the United States (which I 

co-founded) in 2003, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Canada.
119

 Donations raised in 

the sponsor branches are sent to the non-profit in Ecuador (La Fundación) to cover 

administrative expenses of the health center (including a laboratory technician, 

administrator, cleaning person, and nurse, all of whom are from Las Colinas region and 

who have been trained by La Fundación), as well as an office and two staff members in 

                                                
119 Eventually, another project in Ghana would also be adopted by this international umbrella of 

organizations, though it has always been managed more directly by the branch in the UK. The branches in 

each sponsor country (UK, Canada  until it’s dissolution in 2005 , Germany, and the U.S) are all small non-

profits run by networks of volunteers. 
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Quito. The role of these staff members (the Executive Director and Administrator of La 

Fundación) is explicitly to facilitate the development of the health project in Las Colinas 

by working together with the communities and the government and providing technical 

expertise and capacity building to community members so that they can administer the 

project in the future. Upon creation of La Fundación, it was believed that the 

organization itself could be dissolved (or its involvement in Las Colinas ceased) within a 

five to ten year period.  However, as reflected in the M.Sc thesis by Martin Eckhardt, the 

 inistry of Health’s implementation of free universal health care (as of 2006) has 

actually debilitated plans for long-term financial sustainability of the health center by 

eliminating one important source of (sustainable) funding.
120

 

The mission and the objectives of the NGO have also expanded in breadth from 

the provision of primary health care to improving the quality of life through various 

outreach programs focused on community health education, environmental health and 

sanitation, women’s health, and capacity-building. Increasingly, the NGO’s role is 

transitioning to that of supporting the local health committee’s skills development and 

negotiations with the Ministry of Health to ensure sustainable access to quality 

healthcare. The NGO’s aim is to train local people to manage the health center 

themselves through their participation in the health committee governance process. 

Though this committee will always cooperate with the Ministry of the Health to some 

degree, their partnership with and training by La Fundación aims to ensure that they will 

                                                
120 At the time, consultations for curative services cost $1 or $1.25 (plus fees for medication provided at 

wholesale prices through the Health Committee pharmacy; medication provided by the MoH or as 

donations by La Fundación are given at no cost). However, health care and services for children under five 

and pregnant women were also free (as guaranteed by the Ley de Maternidad Gratuita).  



287 

 

retain their autonomy in future collaborations. The unique relationship established 

between these various actors in the four-way agreement between stakeholders, or the 

Convenio de Integración, is valued highly by members of the NGO, the health 

committee, and the Ministry of Health, but for very different reasons. In addition, it is of 

utmost importance that the health center (the land and the building itself) always be 

owned by the Health Committee, and by extension, the communities of the region. This 

basic fact of ownership is repeatedly emphasized and reiterated by community members 

as evidence of their success in community organizing (against the state, in this case).  

The most direct way in which La Fundación has affected the structure of family 

relations and understandings of sexuality is through the provision of health education and 

family planning (described in Chapter Four). Inspired by the ideals of health as a human 

right and earlier primary health care movements, La Fundación has often sponsored 

educational seminars usually run and given by foreign volunteers, combined with state 

programs such as Maternidad Gratuita, or Free Maternity initiative.  

These projects have helped further distinguish sexuality from reproduction 

(evidenced by the women’s group that I cited earlier), treating sexuality as an 

“autonomous, reified realm of human life” (Adams and Pigg 2005a:2-3). Workshops on 

family planning, for example, explore male and female anatomy, address issues such as 

sexual pleasure, and describe in detail the process of procreation. While local cultural 

ideas about the body and about sexuality have been taken into account while planning 

workshops, volunteers often provide the workshops in a highly straightforward manner, 

communicating objectivity and scientific frameworks in order to cut through the shame 
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and embarrassment that accompanies public conversations about sex. As Adams and Pigg 

(2005a) suggest, these kinds of development interventions are rooted in universalist 

notions about the body that often elude interrogation because of their seemingly neutral, 

scientific basis. However, these interventions are significant because “their stated aim is 

social and behavioral change” and they become “spaces of exchange within which 

sexuality is negotiated” as certain “sexual practices are discouraged, promoted, named, 

and reframed” (Adams and Pigg 2005a:11).  The “colonialist” underpinnings of family 

planning projects have been explored in great detail, as maternal and child health have 

been the focus of colonial and nationalist attention for well over a century. Of interest in 

this case is the fact that that these arenas (which frame health as a human right) are often 

thought of as spaces in which theories of sexuality are applied, not made and remade 

(Adams and Pigg 2005a).  

Since La Fundación has implemented these workshops with regular frequency 

since 2002, many couples travel regularly to the Subcentro de Salud for family planning 

consultations. The workshops have aimed to provide and empower both men and women 

with the knowledge about their bodies, and their power to control fertility. Virtually all 

methods of family planning are covered, and the workshops themselves tend to be very 

entertaining. However, undoubtedly, the assumption is that men and – in particular – 

women are in the position to exercise choice in the matter. As related in a previous 

chapter, women have requested insertions of an IUD when it is clear that they intend to 

hide it from their husbands. The midwife who serves much of the region also told me that 

she now consistently urges young couples to use contraception, to limit their family size 
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in accordance with their family’s resources, and to focus on “the quality of their 

children’s lives, not the quantity of children.” Consistently, La Fundación has 

communicated messages about the importance of shared decision-making in the 

household, especially with regard to family planning, thus reshaping family relations in 

key ways.  

Development and Contestation  

As noted, Las Colinas colonists have generally prided themselves on their ability 

to satisfy the needs of their families without dependence on the state. However, they 

simultaneously yearn and demand certain forms of intervention (such as health care 

infrastructure, electricity, and road construction and maintenance). One health committee 

member explicitly stated that, “though it might seem that becoming a health center under 

the management of the Ministry of Health would provide us with more resources in the 

short-term, it is inevitable that they will not continue to honor their agreements to us in 

the long-term.” While Las Colinas inhabitants may differ in the ways they choose to 

pursue development, all would agree with this perception because of its historical 

precedent.  As Don  arcelo later explained, “the lack of confidence in the state has a 

long history, because we are so used them lying to us.” His wife then elaborated,  

the state invokes fear in us because it comes and appropriates everything and does 

not give us back the benefits. The benefits go to the wealthiest (“él que más 

tiene”). We have done so much work, and when we do, the government comes 

and says, “I did this,” they don’t say “we did this  together ,” no, they take all the 

credit. The health center is a perfect example. We have been told repeatedly not to 

let the health center fall into the state’s hands (in this case, the  inistry of Health) 

because if it does, it will become  like all the other health centers: a big, empty 

white building (the big white elephant, we have joked about). The ministry 

officials will take what they want, and the doctors will come when they want to, 
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but they won’t stay at the health center and run it like it is now, well-maintained, 

with a doctor, with support from the state, but not owned by the state. The 

important thing is not to let the state take it over from us. 

 

This strong sense of autonomy has guided the development of La Fundación and the 

health project from the beginning. NGOs are also regarded with suspicion, especially 

since many suspected that conservation NGO’s working in the region fifteen years ago 

were partly responsible for the conversion of the area into a biological reserve. With time, 

however, La Fundación has gained credibility with most, but not all of the community. 

Through its commitment to horizontality and participatory representation, La Fundación 

has been positioned as a partner. However, based on the theoretical reviews that follow, 

these assumptions of horizontality often obscure the unequal power relations that exist 

between NGOs and the communities they seek to represent.     

NGOs: International Development and Transnational Governance 

Since NGOs have entered the global development arena, their relationships with 

the state, civil society, the market, and transnational movements have been continually 

redefined. In particular, Kamat (200 ) identifies a “curious flip-flop” in understandings 

of the state and civil society since the 1950s. From the 1950s to 1980s, the state was 

regarded as the benefactor of “public good” and civil society represented “private 

sectarian interests.” Today, however, the state is seen as susceptible to “private interests” 

(or “corruption”) and civil society has become “the honest broker of ‘people’s interests” 

(158).  Due to the overt focus on relationships between the state and civil society, the 

makeup of “civil society” has remained relatively unproblematized, even in the eyes of 

development critics. For this reason, the relationship between NGOs and the market has 
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been overlooked, because of ways that NGOs and the market were both conceptually 

collapsed into “civil society.” Debates on NGOs often depend on a framework that pits 

civil society against the state, which in turn has impeded efforts to understand the ways 

that NGOs function in a transnational dimension, vis-à-vis global capitalism in particular.  

As Kamat (2004) reminds us, we must now question the role of NGOs in paving the way 

for “an effective policy for trade liberalization and privatization  which  requires a 

minimalist state and a dynamic civil society” (16 ). For this reason, although NGOs have 

generally been regarded as left-wing organizations motivated by concerns for social 

justice, recent re-evaluations are questioning whether or not NGOs actually contribute to 

social justice, or simply foster acceptance to the neoliberal status quo of the geopolitical 

order. 

NGOs: Radical Politicizers or Development Agents?  

In this section, I question the possibilities for social change in the renewal of 

“global civil society,” specifically inquiring whether or not previous optimism about 

NGOs is being grafted onto a transnational frame. Much of the scholarship from the last 

twenty years prematurely celebrated the decentralization of the state and the potential of 

NGOs (merged with civil society) to bring about local social change in a variety of 

sectors. For example, the abundant literature on the primary health care movement 

initially applauded this global commitment to invest in decentralized, participatory and 

cost-effective strategies that would bring basic health care and prevention to marginalized 

“communities” in the developing world. The jubilation associated with the Alma Ata 

Declaration of 1978 would begin to subside when implementation of primary health care 
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proved extremely complicated. Similarly, culturalist approaches to globalization that 

celebrated the possibilities for social change have since been humbled by increased 

cynicism about whether or not NGOs and transnational alliances truly constitute a “new 

way forward.”  

Analysts of NGOs tend to characterize them as either “political entrepreneurs” 

engaged in consciousness-raising and transformative politics, or “development agents” 

responsible for the “apolitical” implementation of development projects (Chhotray 2004). 

Due to the mainstreaming of development, Sangeeta Kamat (2003b) argues that 

‘struggle-based NGOs,’ once inspired by Paolo Freire’s (1970) model of consciousness-

raising and political mobilization, are increasingly replaced by operational NGOs. These 

NGOs, which tend to seek technical and managerial solutions, can be characterized by 

processes of depoliticization and professionalization (Ferguson 1990; Kamat 2003b; 

White 1996). Mohan and Stokke (2000) construct a parallel distinction by distinguishing 

NGO orientations as either post-Marxist or revisionist neo-liberalist. While both aim to 

overcome barriers erected by the state, neoliberal revisionists explicitly embrace the 

market, together with civil society, as the most effective path towards development. 

However, Chhotray (2004) rightfully warns scholars that adherence to dichotomous 

views blinds us from understanding the ways that NGOs and transnational alliances 

function simultaneously as “political entrepreneurs” and “development agents,” a point to 

which I will return.  

‘Transnational Governance and Governmentality  
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Most scholars tend to agree that the reduced sovereignty of the nation-state, the 

globalizing of capital, and the increasing significance of transnational organizations and 

institutions indicate the emergence of new forms of transnational governance. For 

example, the welfare of citizens in Las Colinas increasingly depends on decisions made 

by international institutions, ranging from small organizations like La Fundación to 

international conservation organizations, or even the World Trade Organization, 

International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank on a broader scale (Paley 2002). In 

this sense, citizenship is often conceptualized in supranational terms, as the nation-state is 

no longer the sole, nor primary, locus for governance and the bestowal of rights (Ong 

1991; Paley 2002a).  

Does the concept transnational governmentality help us understand the role of 

NGOs in a transnational frame? To answer this, I unpack the concept of 

“governmentality” as utilized by Foucault and other scholars and examine its 

implications for “globalization from below” (as posed by Appadurai 2001). James 

Ferguson and Akhil Gupta (2002) have introduced the term transnational governmentality 

to refer to the "modes of government that are being set up on a global scale" and which 

include "new strategies of discipline and regulation" as well as "transnational alliances" 

among and between activist, grassroots, voluntary and funding organizations (19). This 

conceptualization is unique because it includes strategies of discipline and regulation 

(such as the World Bank and structural adjustment programs) together with transnational 

"grassroots" alliances as "modes of government," a rhetorical move which clearly lends 

itself to the use of governmentality as a conceptual lens. However, this concept is 
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problematic because it implies a limited view of governmentality that downplays 

coercive aspects of power while foregrounding disciplinary technologies. It also serves to 

further obfuscate the relationships among and between the distinctly-situated actors that 

participate in these transnational alliances (as Kamat 2003 would also argue).  

Transnational governmentality is helpful in that it demands a reconsideration of 

spatialized claims to power as well as new modes of governance that no longer adhere to 

models that reify the opposition between state and civil society.  While it encourages a 

useful rethinking of spatialization, however, it should be considered one of many 

techniques through which governmentality is enacted. A number of scholars have 

elaborated upon Foucault’s (1991) notion of governmentality in order to make sense of 

emergent structures of governance by examining their effects on the production of 

citizens and selves (Appadurai 2001; Kamat 2002; Rose 2006). According to Foucault 

(1991), populations are managed by institutions and agencies, identities and discourses, 

as well as self-regulatory and disciplinary techniques. The spread of human rights 

discourses in the form of family planning workshops, or women’s empowerment 

seminars,  constitute one example of governmentality, as they serve to regulate bodies (as 

we see in the brothel dispute below). Sovereign forms of power over a delimited territory 

has been increasingly replaced by power devoted to the management of populations, 

enacted by mechanisms that cross-cut private and public realms (Foucault 1991). 

Governmentality, in particular, refers to the productive dimensions of power – and not 

solely its repressive and disciplinary aspects (Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Foucault 1991). 
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Despite the fact that neoliberal discourse may seem to imply “less government” 

associated with the decrease in state power, the concept of governmentality helps us 

recognize how governance is enacted through new modalities in the neoliberal era. In this 

dissertation, I am concerned with two modalities in particular: non-governmental 

organizations (elaborated in this chapter) and the individual self (elaborated in the next 

chapter). Nikolas Rose (2006) demonstrates that certain functions of the state have 

become “de-statized,” and instead, have been adopted by NGOs and other transnational 

institutions. In addition, power is enacted through the production of the neoliberal self, 

characterized by the exercise of free choice and “empowerment” in their own self-

governance (Ayers 2006; Ferguson and Gupta 2002:989). In this sense, responsibility has 

devolved to the individual. Alison Ayers (2006) posits that the current process of 

democratization seeks to impose neoliberal democracy through three domains: the 

minimal “neutral” state, civil society (or the “liberal public sphere”) and the liberal “self” 

(321). Both Ayers (2006) and Kamat (2003; 200 ) examine the “emancipatory” projects 

associated with neoliberal democratization and draw parallels between liberating civil 

society from the state and liberating the self from “pre-established values and identities” 

(332).  The centrality of “empowerment” to development projects rests upon the notion 

that the individual is “both the problem and the solution to poverty” thus obfuscat ing the 

responsibility of state or global policy (Kamat 2004:169). Citing The World Bank 

Participation Sourcebook from 1995, Kamat (2004) persuasively argues that neoliberal 

governmentality functions by empowering the poor precisely so that they can “become 

clients who are capable of demanding and paying or goods and services from government 
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and private sector agencies” (169). In this compelling formulation, governmentality 

elucidates the ways that particular subjects are produced (thought it should not be 

considered totalizing, although many analyses seem to imply such.) 

In sum, transnational governmentality helps paves a way out of our current 

analytical myopia by demanding a deep and broad reconsideration of the loci and 

mechanisms of governance. As we have seen in the example of La Fundación, spatialized 

ideas about local grassroots, mid-level civil society, and superordinate global alliances 

are not mere metaphors; they have significant material effects. Transnational 

governmentality also challenges our analytical tendency to align NGOs with 

“progressive” civil society. Though it assists in unpacking our previous assumptions to 

clear the slate for renewed questioning, it is less helpful for constructing alternative 

conceptual models for understanding transnationalism. The use of governmentality in this 

formulation is problematic in particular because it fails to tease out the ways that 

disciplinary and governmental forms of power work together. Although Foucault claimed 

that the practice of government under advanced liberalism has increasingly shifted 

towards the management of populations, technologies of self must be considered in 

conjunction with the coercive aspects of governmentality. Without untangling these 

various dimensions of governmentality, the concept appears to imply an omniscient 

rationality that simply co-opts and reshapes all forms of resistance to its own end. 

Grassroots Globalization & Resistance ‘from Below’ 

Utilizing the lens of govermentality has particular implications for formulations of 

resistance, or social change. Appadurai (Appadurai 2001)(2001) adopts a unique position 
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by arguing that local grassroots coalitions can exercise a form of “governmentality from 

below” to turn governmentality against itself. He describes the ways that grassroots 

organizations in Mumbai, India have utilized particular organizational strategies, such as 

surveying techniques, toilet festivals and housing exhibitions, as powerful tools for their 

own internal “practice of democracy”.  These strategies are used against-the-grain – not 

to make these groups more legible for manipulation by others – but as a form of counter-

governmentality where the poor themselves set the terms. He then claims that building 

transnational advocacy networks through horizontal learning, self-empowerment and the 

politics of patience will lead to the creation of “a worldwide fund controlled by a pro-

poor activist network” and a redefinition of the very meaning of governance and 

governmentality.  Interestingly, Appadurai (Appadurai 2001)(2001a) also posits that 

“globalization from below” or “grassroots globalization” will develop their potency by 

acting autonomously, independent of global, corporate capital and nation-states.
121

 His 

notion of grassroots globalization rests upon the assumption that the destabilization of the 

nation provides avenues of opportunity for “empowerment” of previously marginalized 

groups, without accounting for disempowering effects of destabilization or the emergence 

of newly configured forms of subjugation.  

In this discussion, I have shown how NGOs, and local actors, often engage in 

both resistance and acquiescence to achieve their goals. Certain theoretical tools, as well 

                                                
121 Reflecting on Appadurai’s spatialization of possibility of political mobilization, Ferguson and Gupta 

(2001) contend that spatialized ideas of governance have shaped our ideas of political struggle as “coming 
‘from below,’ as ‘grounded’ in rooted and authentic lives, experiences, and communities” while the state 

manipulates the masses from its position above. They would therefore problematize Gupta’s assumption 

that the re-grafting of the grassroots (and related notions of “local”, “empowerment” and “resistance”) onto 

the transnational arena would somehow lead to the attainment of social justice.   
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as reliance on civil society versus state dichotomies, have restricted our ability to 

recognize the heterogeneity and diversity of NGO and community experiences. I propose 

that we focus not on outcomes per se, but on the processes through which NGOs navigate 

(spatially and otherwise) their responsibilities to multiple constituencies. By doing so, we 

will more readily recognize the spaces where opportunities for change can be located. 

Change is often incremental, and cannot always be measured. While interrogating the 

spatiality of governmentality is useful, I argue for a more critical endeavor: the 

development of a historically and materially-grounded examination of the uneven effects 

of transnational governmentality.  

Community organizations and NGO’s have emerged in the region in response to 

decentralization for two principal reasons. First, local inhabitants needed organizational 

legitimacy and structure in order to make effective claims on municipal and international 

institutions. Second, local inhabitants feared government appropriation of their own 

resources – their land, their lakes, and even their bodies. Local organizational efforts have 

emerged as preemptive strikes against state intervention. To do so, they have tapped into 

transnational networks to gain leverage, through material resources, political savvy, 

technical expertise, and become visible again in order to make more effective claims on 

the state while asserting their autonomy. However, both community organizations and 

NGO’s can also be seen as extensions of state forms of governance, especially when 

considering their emergence in the spaces left behind by the state through processes of 

decentralization.  
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With decentralization, and the increasing involvement of non-profit organization 

that are themselves oriented by and tapped into human rights discourse, we have a 

situation in which the discourse hits the ground, but the necessity for certain forms of 

state-provided infrastructure does not. In this scenario, accountability is also 

decentralized, thus making NGO’s and other local organizations responsible for the needs 

of the population. Yet, the contradiction lies in the fact that, while responsibility may 

“trickle down,” the ability and the material resources necessary to meet these needs do 

not. In the next section, I present data from a community wide debate which highlights 

how different actors in Las Colinas are competing for distinct forms of development, as 

communicated through their positions about the opening of a brothel in Las Cruces.   

Community development in Las Colinas and the Intimacies of the Nation-State 
Building 

Brothels, a Case Study 

The following debate demonstrates the co-construction of rural intimacies and the 

boundaries of state intervention. Although the discussions pivot around different notions 

of healthy sexuality, they simultaneously reflect the historically-contested and currently 

changing nature of state-community relationships in this previously marginalized region. 

As we have seen, the Ecuadorian government and NGOs have both helped develop 

various projects related to ecotourism and conservation, microcredit, healthcare access, 

health education, and the provision of water and electricity within the region of Las 

Colinas in the last ten years. In a fairly direct manner, the Ecuadorian government and 

NGOs have helped shape and regulate sexual intimacy and family relations through 
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family planning campaigns, sexual education workshops, and women’s rights education, 

as described in Chapters Three and Four. Another way that the government of Ecuador 

has regulated sexuality in the region is through the legalization and acceptance of casas 

de tolerancia or brothels. Prostitution is legal in Ecuador, and brothels derive official 

legitimacy from a series of health and sanitation certificates from local health authorities 

that make them "centers of tolerance" (their official name). As micro-spaces where 

prostitution and promiscuity is (literally) tolerated at arm-length, brothels function as a 

“necessary evil,” as men need spaces where they can act uninhibitedly as men. According 

to law, the state intervenes if and when brothels pose risks to health (most notably via the 

transmission of STD’s and HIV/AIDS) or citizen security (increased levels of violence), 

or they involve sex trafficking and exploitation of minors. 
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In Las Colinas, brothels have cropped up in several communities over the past ten 

years, but none has operated for more than two years at a time. Two recent community 

disputes have invigorated the debate between pro and anti-brothel factions throughout the 

region. One brothel was opened by two local families, but shut down numerous times at 

the urging of local citizens. A second brothel, the SONY NIHGTCLUB (sic) La 

Palmerita functioned on and off from 2005 to 2007, when the  owner killed a neighbor 

over a land dispute and fled the area. In each case, certain factions of the community 

(backed by NGOs) have been able to shut down the brothels on the basis of sanitation 

codes. In one case, the women who worked at the brothel (all of whom were from nearby 

cities) had not undergone the health revisions necessary for them to be retain legal status 

Figure 8. A Brothel in the region of Las Colinas 
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as a sex worker. In 2008, rumors began to fly that another brothel was set to open in the 

central community of Las Cruces. Alvaro, the local businessman behind its opening, 

applied for the necessary permits from the Police Commissary (La Comísaria) in 

Quinindé so he could legitimately operate a brothel and avoid conflict. While he was 

aware that she would have to conduct an inspection, he did not expect her to call a 

community-wide assembly to assess opinions about the brothel. 

Fieldnotes: Feb 2008: We gathered around the main plaza and the Comité 

ProMejoras set out chairs for a public assembly with La Comísaria. Nearly 75 

people from communities throughout the region assembled in the square, and 

representatives of key organizations took seats alongside her. La Comísaria 

described her purpose in the meeting: “to know and understand the communities 

and the rural sectors in my precinct, especially those that do not have formal 

political representation (intendencia politico). Communities without this must 

have my permission in order to operate a brothel. The new government [under 

President Correa] requires that state officials attend to a community’s needs – and 

without corruption -- and that is what I am here to do. You see, prostitution is 

permitted, but the government must demand that brothels comply with certain 

standards, because they would otherwise contribute to many societal problems 

and citizen insecurity.” 

 

She repeatedly emphasized the importance of the “general assembly” as the maximum 

authority of el pueblo, claiming that it is “the community that decides,” adeptly invoking 

the modernist discourses of inclusion and representative democratic processes that 

characterize the new government of Correa.  Following her introduction, representatives 

from the Health Committee, the Ecotourism Organization, the Town Council, the Village 

Chapel, the High School, and the Women’s  icrocredit Organization, each read letters 

describing their opposition to the opening of the brothel (as I will explain, it is 

noteworthy that none of these organization existed ten years ago). This was followed by 

an open assembly during which community members voiced their concerns. The heated 
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two-hour discussion eventually ended in attempted blows between Alvaro, the 

businessman, and the leader of the Village Chapel.  

I use this meeting as a lens into a number of different processes at work in the 

region of Las Colinas. Not only does it capture the ways that ideas about gender, 

sexuality, and legal norms are changing, but it also demonstrates how people differently 

situate themselves with regard to the state. During the meeting, arguments both for and 

against the brothel pivoted around the following overlapping themes: health, citizen 

security, family integrity and protection of women and children, morality, and economic 

development. Most participants argued that the greatest risk associated with a brothel in 

their community was the transmission of STD’s. According to the Health Center records, 

STD prevalence was quite high, and it was linked to men’s use of brothels and refusal to 

wear condoms. They argued that the health center was not equipped to provide the 

controls and weekly examinations necessary to ensure the health of brothel users or 

employees. For most attendees, the fact that “these kinds of business jeopardize health in 

our community” was a given. Another common concern was that of citizen security, and 

more specifically, the safety of women, children, and foreign medical volunteers. Many 

community members cited numerous incidents of violence that had accompanied the 

presence of brothels in nearby communities. Greater alcohol consumption led to 

increased fights between male patrons, harassment of female community members, and, 

in some cases, rape of young women. Attendees also argued that the brothel would cause 

the disintegration of families. One man stated that its presence “would jeopardize the 

family and the home, and not only because of the illnesses that might be transmitted.”  A 
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female leader passionately argued that the establishment of brothels would unfairly 

humiliate her and other women, as men would call them “jealous wives” implying that 

they were anti-brothel simply because they were “hysterical that their husbands would 

visit the brothel and sleep with other women.”   

Morality was another key concern.  Don Marcelo, a prominent community leader, 

insisted that the brothel put the “prestige and morality of the community into jeopardy.” 

This was not only because of the threats to family integrity, but also because international 

and state organizations “do not look positively upon these kinds of activities”. 
122

 

Community members, leaders, and La Comísaria herself all emphasized the importance 

of business to regional development. However, disagreement arose when some 

participants began delineating “good” business ventures from “bad” ones. Good 

businesses were those that promoted the physical and moral well-being of the 

community. As La Comísaria suggested, 

“there is so much to develop in this region.  any people want to work – for 

example, in ecotourism. It would be fabulous, wouldn’t it? You could have other 

educational centers, a place to put a toboggan-slide, a public pool, places of 

recreation – where our children and mothers can enjoy themselves. It is not to 

deny people the right to work, but to help decide  the kinds of work to get 

involved in and make sure they stand up to certain standards.” She continued, “of 

all the communities I have visited, this is one of the most organized. You could 

advance in so many areas, you have land, you could do tourism, artesania, nice 

things; you could make some kind of special food, a special drink, a particular 

craft to sell to tourists. You have opportunities! Open another kind of business!”  

Moreover, the brothel protestors insisted that a brothel in the community would have a 

negative economic impact on families and the region as a whole. Men would be more 

                                                
122 The spokesperson from the village chapel additionally asserted that the people who were pro-brothel 

were “comrades/ neighbors who were walking down that other road” which is “contrary to the good 

customs and morals we should uphold in our lives”.   
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likely to visit brothels more often and spend family funds on alcohol. For the community, 

it was understood that the presence of the brothel would impede efforts to attract eco-

tourists, who are now viewed by many as key to the economic development of the region.  

While certain community factions invoked modernizing discourses of “healthy 

development” in their struggle to shut down brothels and mitigate family violence, others 

argued for unregulated sexuality as a way to diminish violence more broadly. 

Interestingly, the brothel supporters also adopted the language of the state to 

promote their argument; they too discussed the implications of the brothel on health, 

morality, economic development, citizen security, and family integrity within the region. 

The principal benefit they cited was the rich economic opportunity provided by the 

opening of the brothel – not only for the owners, but also other community businesses via 

sales to the brothel and increased clientele. They also argued that, “men would more 

likely ‘save’ money for their families because they would not have to travel as far to visit 

brothels in the city”.  

Supporters were adamant that it was safer for “your sons, friends and husbands to 

visit a brothel within the region than to travel to the cities,” which are perceived as 

extremely dangerous. The pro-brothel group fervently argued that incidence of rape, 

violence, and murder had been too high in the community because there was no brothel.  

A brothel would allow men a place to “release,” and indulge their sexual urges, and thus 

mitigate potential cases of violence between men, domestic violence, rape, and pregnancy 

out of wedlock. In their point of view, the presence of a brothel promoted healthy 
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sexuality and family relations, because [quote  “it is ‘natural’ for men to visit prostitutes 

and, when men regularly satisfy their urges, they treat their wives better.” 

In response, La Comísaria shared this impassioned plea:  

Even if there have been cases of rape, that absolutely does not justify or or or… 

imply that the rape occurred because men don’t have a place where they can 

release. Carramba! He has his wife! A man should be making love with his 

woman! Do you all have other women? Visit other women in brothels? If so, then 

how do you defend yourselves ---what kind of situation are you putting your 

wives in? Where do they come out in all of this!? 

 

An examination of the distinct positions taken during this debate helps us 

understand the links between beliefs about sexuality and postures towards the state. First, 

La Comísaria, in her role as a democratic representative of the state, is primarily 

concerned with “listening to the community.” However, she also sees herself as someone 

who should guide the community’s social and moral development. While soliciting the 

opinions of the community, she offers clear suggestions based on her vision of ideal 

development. Not coincidentally, this intersects with the view encouraged by the 

Ecuadorian government in this region: NGO-sponsored development of ecotourism as a 

way to transform the “wild hinterlands” into a revenue-producing region (specifically, a 

tourist attraction for the municipality). Not surprisingly, this particular kind of 

development demands governmental support, but not the intensive infrastructure-

development and land-reform that the regional inhabitants have traditionally demanded.  

Don Marcelo shares the Comísaria’s ideas about “healthy” development through 

Ecotourism, but he is adamant about the state investing in basic infrastructure to enable 

these processes. He understands the benefits of collaboration with the state and NGOs. 

As a member of the health and ecotourism committees, he adopts a highly strategic 
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approach; he allows for state intervention, but on terms that value the autonomy of the 

community in decision-making. For this reason, he is at ease with La Comísaria’s 

approach and her conduct of this meeting. Furthermore, Don Marcelo is the person who 

most commonly invokes morality in the community. On the one hand, he seems to refer 

to morality as defined from the exterior, as he believes the brothel will put “prestige and 

morality of the community into jeopardy.” But, on another occasion, he also holds the 

health center to task. While he supports health volunteers and professionals attempt to 

teach young couples to use contraception to not have children, he also bemoans the lack 

of moral education to accompany sexual education. He speaks eloquently of human 

rights, gender equality, and the need for his compañeros to educarse morally to bring true 

progress to the region. This view is befitting of the community leader who has worked 

most closely with various development initiatives in the region, including co-founding 

the Eco-tourism Organization and the regional Health Center. He understands that they – 

as a community – need to provide the outsiders with a particular kind of exotic 

experience – backwards and rugged in terms of the physical landscape, but moral, 

egalitarian, and progressive in its social relations.
123

   

Due to the success of previous initiatives to close the brothels, Alvaro (the 

business man) chose to submit a proposal to La Comísaria with hopes that he could get 

the license without full investigation (and/or curry her favor through bribery). He 

recognized that it was now necessary to selectively engage the state in order to hopefully 

have the freedom to operate without restriction once granted a license (of “limited 

                                                
123 In Don  arcelo and La Comisaria’s point of view, the morality underlying this view of sexuality – that 

promoted by NGOs and, in part, by the State --  is unquestioned.    
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tolerance”). However, he represents the sector of the population that resents state 

intervention, and who sees economic development through business (with no distinction 

between good and bad). Similarly, he benefits from the lack of infrastructure (i.e. roads 

and water) because he sells vegetables and water to regional inhabitants at high prices 

due because of the high costs of transport.  

Before the construction of roads in the region, Don Jorge, a respected community 

leader was granted authority by the police to act as the “deputy” of the region. His role is 

well-known throughout the region and he is consulted when serious conflict arises, or 

there is a death to report. In some cases, he intervenes without notifying the police, and in 

others, he acts as an intermediary to the police. His role is one of negotiation between the 

state and local legal norms. His actions have served to reinforce both regional autonomy 

and specific forms of development. In his role as arbiter of justice within the community, 

Don Jorge depends on his position in the community and his ability to tap into 

predominant moral discourses.  For this reason, he positions himself quite diplomatically 

in most community disputes, as he did in the case of the brothel meeting: 

I do not see a problem, just a clarification. It’s a shame that this problem has 

fallen on the community because this gentleman [Alvaro] has done good work in 

the community – the community has supported you and appreciated your labor. 

Our doors are generally open, but in this case, I'm in agreement that it be a 

healthy business, no? This is what the community has decided, and therefore I 

must also say no. But I also am a man, I am a man who was known to visit the 

brothels, but . . . . but. . . well, this community has taken a position, and it is NO. 

As inspector of the community, I have to take these voices of the community and 

its leaders into consideration. There are no winners or losers here; it’s just an 

agreement that we all must accept. 

In this moment, Don Jorge situates himself on both sides of the argument -- as a neutral 

arbiter that draws legitimacy from “just being a man” in the community, and 
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simultaneously, a quasi-representative of the state – whose job it is to represent la 

comunidad.  

 The formal state-sponsored name given to brothels in Ecuador, casas de 

tolerancia denotes a visibly-hidden space where unregulated sexuality is condoned by the 

state; it is a regulated site of unregulated sexuality. In this case, however, La Comísaria 

decides that the state lacks a regulatory presence (via legal and judicial infrastructure). 

On its own, the region cannot fully handle deregulated sex. The contradictions here are 

not incidental. La Comísaria, leaders like Don Marcelo, and many female community 

members argue for men’s moral self-regulation (recall: Carramba! A man should be 

making love with his woman!). Neoliberal discourses of individualized self-control - 

further supported by human rights discourse - provides a convenient rationale for non-

intervention by the state.  The government’s “blind eye” to the adentro, or the interior 

spaces, of brothels constitutes a concession to those who believe that regulation – of all 

forms – impedes healthy development. The provision of family planning workshops and 

sex education provide an opportune low-cost alternative to government interventions, 

such as land reform, good roads, police presence, or potable water. In this way, the 

debates about the brothel – and about sexuality more broadly – serve as a flashpoint for 

the contest over the control of Las Colinas’s future regional development.
124

 Not only do 

they reveal how community members are variously responding to state’s expansion of its 

reach into the region, but also they demonstrate the ways that these diverse stakeholders 

                                                
124 The arguments used both in favor of and against the brothel pivoted around similar themes, but they 

were understood very differently by each group. Those who argued against the brothel tended to be the 

families that were closely aligned with development initiatives in the region, such as the women’s micro-

credit organization, ecotourism initiatives, and the health project. On the other hand, the anti-brothel group 

was comprised mostly by the families of comerciantes, the business owners.  
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are paving the way for development that is community-based, state-sanctioned, and 

NGO-funded. 

Conclusion: Intimacies of Empire Building 

In this chapter, we have seen how different actors are vying for control over the 

region’s future and its development. Local people and organizations are utilizing 

transnational alliances in order to gain leverage and demand certain resources and 

infrastructure from the state. To do so, and embrace modernity and gain respect in the 

international eye, they are encouraged to accept and practice particular notions of 

morality, sexuality, and intimacy. For example, Stoler (2002) interrogates the connections 

between the management of sexuality and affective ties in colonies and the politics of 

colonial rule in metropoles, providing an interesting parallel with the management of 

sexuality through human rights based development paradigms, as exemplified in Las 

Colinas (Adams and Pigg 2005b).  

Race, gender, and sexuality are all important lenses that help illuminate how 

differentiation occurs through bodies; stated differently, transnational processes produce 

difference through diverse and profoundly personal ways (Stoler 2006).
125

 These 

differences are the effects and conduits of imperialism, and not simply its causes. Using 

these theoretical genealogies as a point of departure, we see here how “imperialism” is 

made and remade at the site of the body and how structures of dominance are constituted 

through and made manifest in the intimate realms of everyday life.  

                                                
125 In fact, these processes are naturalized at the site of the body, requiring that scholars denaturalize the 

embodied crystallization of culture and biology. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF 

JUSTICE 

The human rights paradigm has succeeded in rendering gender violence visible on 

a global scale. Despite its increased visibility, however, decades of activism have not 

succeeded in reducing the incidence of gender violence (Merry 2009).  Human rights 

have been defined, interpreted and practiced in diverse ways, regardless of their 

universalist moral grounding and formal documentation in numerous conventions 

(principally, in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights). This diversity, in 

discourse, practice and understandings of human rights, can be attributed to 

idiosyncrasies of individual actors, varied cultural, political and economic contexts, and 

tension with and against alternative frameworks, such as  “social justice, economic 

redistribution, human capabilities, citizen security, religious law, neo-laissez fair 

economics, and so on” (Goodale 2007:3). Echoing the civilizing potential of 

Enlightenment theory, human rights have been celebrated as markers of modernity, to be 

spread by civilized nations into the darkest and most backwards corners of the earth. My 

research examines the effects of this so-called civilizing process in a region with limited 

access to legal and judicial services, but with regular exposure to the liberalist discourse 

of rights.  

Drawing from ethnographic and historical data collected since 2001, I 

demonstrate that human rights awareness and female empowerment have had 

contradictory effects on family relations and family violence in rural Northwest Ecuador.  
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Effects have included short-term increases in intimate partner violence in some cases. 

Workshops and rights-discourse have tended to focus on violence against women, and 

most specifically, intimate partner violence. As a result, this form of violence has been 

brought into the limelight, but other forms have been obscured. As discussed in Chapter 

Five, foregrounding the structural and political economic dimensions of intimate partner 

violence is crucial. Discourses of rights without the provision of resources often serve to 

further blame women and exacerbate their self-blame when they cannot exit cycles of 

abuse. Alternatively, it can sometimes propel women out of one form of everyday 

violence (IPV) simply to encounter another type of violence, such as harassment, 

economic or psychological violence. Thus, this chapter explores the third contradiction 

set forth in the Introduction: the mismatch between human rights discourse and practice. 

I tack back-and-forth between “the local” and “the global” in this chapter to 

examine both the constraints and the possibilities experienced by Las Colinas women and 

families as they appropriate and remake the transnational discourse of human rights. The 

focus of this chapter is on the ways in which ideas are received and how these ideas 

affect individual and community responses; however, I also attempt to begin sketch “the 

flows of funds, ideas and personnel from donors to NGOs to recipients to see what ideas 

are being transmitted by whom and with what effect” (Merry 2006a:4).
126

 In this way, 

this chapter builds upon Chapter Seven by describing the role of international 

development institutions in the communication and implementation of human rights. 

                                                
126 My next research plan proposes to examine mid-level articulations of human rights discourse through an 

institutional ethnography of UNIFEM Andean regional office in Quito, Ecuador. 
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Human Rights: Definitions and Scholarship 

The concept of human rights was formally legitimized for the first time in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted on December 10, 1948 at the General 

Assembly of the United Nations. However, as Goodale (2009a) points out, the 

understanding of human rights – as discourse or practice or both – can by no means be 

circumscribed by this legal instrument. While the goals of human rights law and practice 

are themselves diverse, the solutions proposed to achieve these goals are even more 

variable, leading to a “transnational normative pluralism” and the decentering of human 

rights (Goodale 2007a). Human rights are necessarily transnational, and the notion of 

scale is central. Not only do human rights draw strength from their universality, but 

universalism underpins them as an ordering principle in practice (Goodale 2007:12). 

While the local places in which these processes unfold are the predominant focus of this 

work, this chapter also begins to chart out the ways that human rights are constituted on 

multiple scales. International, national, and regional alliances have been key to efforts to 

combat violence against women in Latin America, Ecuador. I consider the significance of 

legal domains backed by both international treaties and the Ecuadorian state, but focus on 

the impacts of transnational law and the language of rights on everyday life in Las 

Colinas.  

This emphasis raises a number of key theoretical questions and distinctions that 

have figured centrally to both legal anthropology and the anthropology study of human 

rights; namely, how useful are distinctions between legal and extra-legal domains, on the 

one hand, and human rights law and human rights talk on the other (and perhaps certain 
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corollary distinctions:  human rights discourse versus practice)?
127

 The diverse, 

pluralistic, and transnational nature of human rights practice has significant implications 

for research. Where does one study human rights? As Richard Wilson (2007) and Sally 

Merry (2006b) have pointed out, law is one, but not the only, setting for the ethnographic 

study of human rights. Wilson (2007) suggests that the most useful challenge lies in 

identifying the “processes which interconnect the various social and legal fields that 

anthropologists study” and examining their “socially transformative nature” (351). 

Goodale (2007a) argues that ethnography is indispensable for this process, which he 

labels a “new anthropology of human rights” that traces out the particularities of these 

“empires of law.” Wilson (2007) identifies four useful processes that are being examined 

in recent anthropological scholarship, including (1) the legalization of rights, or politics 

by other means, (2) human rights and the verticalization of conflict (whereby conflict 

resolution is relegated to nation-state or international courts), (3) vernacularization of 

human rights and legal discourse, and ( ) law’s epistemology: the construction of 

knowledge and power (Wilson 2007:351). While I consider all of these processes in this 

dissertation, I emphasize the ways that human rights discourse has become 

“vernacularized” and understood in a specific social context. In this dissertation, I follow 

Goodale (2007) in using a purposefully broad definition of “human rights discourse” that 

looks beyond the “body of positive international law that forms the basis for recent 

                                                
127 Wilson (2007) also notes that Foucauldian thinking has, in fact, made analyses of human rights as 

discourse theoretically messy, “often including all the discourses which inspire or jostle alongside it” (350). 
In this dissertation, I attempt to distinguish between “human rights law” and “human rights talk” (focusing 

more consistently on the latter) where “the former refers to positivized rules in national or international law 

and the latter refers to how people speak about those norms, or aspire to expand or interpret them in new 

ways”. As he astutely points out, at the very least this “allows us to distinguish between written codes that 

have the backing of a coercive bureaucratic apparatus and those which may well not” (Wilson 2007:350).  
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efforts to advance legal and political claims in courts of international law” (133). Rather, 

in this work, human rights discourse also refers to “coteries of concepts, practices, and 

experiences through which human rights have meaning at different levels” beyond those 

that are purely legal and instrumental (Goodale 2007b:133).
128

  

Trans-Local-Global: Situating “Rights” Flows 

Women’s Rights & Human Rights in Latin America 

In this section, I discuss the emergence of the human rights framework in Ecuador 

with specific regard to the linkages between human rights, women’s rights and anti-

family violence legislation in the region. Building upon the description of the women’s 

rights movement in Ecuador in Chapter One, I emphasize the myriad ways that the 

transnational ethics of human rights (in their diverse forms) have affected people’s 

understandings of justice and equality in their everyday lives.  

 During the last two decades, women’s struggle for their rights and the 

international movement for human rights were parallel challenges, marked by particular 

convergences and divergences in their aims and victories. In 1948, the adoption of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations, established the basic 

framework for worldwide recognition of human rights, which marked the first time that 

international law addressed rights of individuals or groups, as opposed to the rights of 

countries as a whole (Zorn 1999). Within Latin America, recognition of citizen’s rights 

was delayed due to the preeminence of populist and authoritarian regimes during the 20
th
 

                                                
128 For Goodale (2007), the phrase “human rights” “captures the constellation of philosophical, practical, 

and phenomenological dimensions through which universal rights, rights believed to be entailed by a  

common human nature, are enacted , debated, practiced, violated, envisioned, and experienced” (133).  
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century. Though the situation in each country was distinct, the transition to democracy in 

many Latin America countries during the 1980s was accompanied by extensive violations 

of civil rights (Jelin 1997).
129

 Throughout Latin America in the 1980s, Marxist and neo-

Marxist approaches to societal problems began losing their cachet as civilian 

governments emerged. At this juncture, rights frameworks dovetailed perfectly with 

visions of liberal democratization throughout the region.  

On a global scale, gender-based violence was formally recognized as a specific 

human rights issue for this first time in the United Nations Vienna Declaration in 1993 

(Moser 2001). The Vienna Declaration of 1993 marked a crucial turning point as it 

created a point of international reference through which governments and communities 

were pressured to take seriously a women’s right to freedom from violence. Soon 

thereafter, the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action identified violence 

against women as one of twelve areas of critical concern worldwide and declared that 

women’s rights are human rights in unequivocal language (Brown 1999; Zorn 1999:290). 

Women in Latin America were very involved in the human rights movement, as it caught 

force with the pervasive rights’ violations by dictatorial regimes. However, most of these 

women joined the movement for practical rather than political reasons at the outset; in the 

process of fighting for their disappeared family members, private struggles were 

transformed into public and political pleas for democracy.  

Cole and Phillips (2008) have recently argued that the campaign against violence 

against women (VAW) in Latin America (and specifically, in Ecuador and Brazil) 

                                                
129 Until the 1980s, socioeconomic rights were more prevalent than political rights, which in turn, were 

more common than civil rights.   
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actually “helped not only to denormalize and deprivatize gender violence but to revitalize 

gender feminism as part of a broad front to build progressive societies” (1 6). Unlike 

Europe and North America, where citizenship and human rights approaches have been 

less promising (because they are deemed less important), they have contributed to vibrant 

women’s movements which are now mobilizing Latin American women around other 

issues through a broader critique of neoliberal globalization. In Ecuador, many feminists 

address violence against women as a topic of consensus that actually unifies groups of 

feminists who have been at odds with one another during two decades of entrenched 

political instability (Cole and Phillips 2008:160).  

 Organizing Women and Political Economies of Citizenship in Ecuador 

“Feminism in practice is pragmatic, and it is recontextualized as it engages with 

the conditions and implications of particular issues in particular settings” 

(Phillips and Cole 2009:185). 

 

In this section, I describe the political economy of women’s organizing and 

(relatedly) the gendered dimensions of citizenship and struggles for human rights in 

Ecuador. While recognizing that feminism is heterogenous, dynamic, and 

multidirectional  (Phillips and Cole 2009), I maintain that the politics of feminism in 

Ecuador has been deeply shaped through its relationship to the state.  In her book 

“Gendered Paradoxes: Women’s  ovements, State Restructuring, and Global 

Development in Ecuador,” Amy Lind (2005) demonstrates the centrality of gender as an 

axis through which to understand broader political economic restructuring in Ecuador.  

She presents “how poor and working class women essentially ‘mothered’ the Ecuadorian 

foreign debt crisis through their individual and collective survival strategies – a process 
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that served more broadly as a crucial signifier for national progress and for state and 

global financial accountability (or lack thereof)” (Lind 2005:3). While she focuses on 

urban women, she highlights paradoxes that are central to those confronted by rural 

Ecuadorian women.  As she relates, “The paradox of urban poor women’s struggles 

pertains to the fact that the longer the women have struggled, the worse their economic 

conditions have become, despite their best intentions. A broader feminist paradox is the 

ongoing struggle for citizen rights in a national context in which the majority lack social 

rights and continue to be marginalized despite the recent political reforms” (Lind 2005). 

With this statement, she highlights not only the particular distinction between citizen and 

social rights, but also points to the necessarily complicated and multidimensional nature 

of women’s rights struggles.  

Latin American feminists have demonstrated both the utility and limitations of 

mobilizing around specific objectives (for example, terror and disappearances in El 

Salvador, Chile and Argentina; rights to water; economic solidarity; anti-free-trade) and 

from a variety of spaces (for example, grassroots organizations, government councils, 

social movements, and UN offices) (Phillips and Cole 2009). Here, this diversity is 

critical to both the challenges and successes around struggles for gender equity, however 

I focus predominantly on the ways that feminists have come together to address the issue 

of violence against women.
130

  

                                                
130 I interpret “feminists’ willingness to integrate themselves into state democratic machineries and mixed 

alternative social movements [as representing]  a strategic decision to change the repertoire and form of 

feminism – and not  necessarily  the cooptation or abeyance of feminism” (Phillips and Cole 2009:188). 
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In interrogating women’s organizing around VAW in Latin America, I examine 

not only grassroots organizations (such as La Asociación) or the state ministries, but also 

the intermediate institutions that practice surveillance of and apply political pressure on 

the state and its agenda.  The location of feminists within and alongside these state 

machineries is particularly relevant here, because the state is still a significant 

location/site for feminist politics in much of Latin America (Phillips and Cole 2009).  

However, the challenges of feminist politics and the need for their strategic placement 

within and alongside the Ecuadorian state has been promulgated by the spread/adoption 

of neoliberal policy throughout Latin America and the world. Most notably, Latin 

America has shifted from import-substitution policies (in the 1960s and 1970s) towards 

the development of export markets and the elimination of subsidies and social services, as 

demanded by the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization. 

Feminist critiques of neoliberalism have adeptly demonstrated the ways that these 

policies have disproportionately affected women, especially poor and indigenous women 

(Lind 2005; Paley 2002b; Safa 1995). The intensification of inequality and poverty under 

neoliberalism is particularly relevant to the current political moment for feminist 

organizing, as women find themselves making certain political advances (such as 

representation and procedural gains). Yet, like women in Las Colinas, they are unable to 

overcome other forms of discrimination that delimit their ability to participate in these 

gains. One effect of the resistance against this new model (which in some cases have led 

to “acute governability crises”) has coincided with “a shift in international development 
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models that now demand good governance, new partnerships, and the active participation 

of citizens” (Phillips and Cole 2009:190). 

Since 1991, UNIFEM, the United Nations Development Fund for Women, has 

had an office in Quito which serves the entire Andean region (including Bolivia, 

Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela). The National Council for Women, CONAMU was 

established in 1997 as a partial governmental body to support women’s issues and policy 

agendas. While feminists within CONAMU are forced to operate within the results-

driven environment of the United Nations (UN), they also maintain linkages with 

“another world” feminists who, on the other hand, maintain relationships of 

accompaniment with popular, grassroots women’s organizations. For this reason, 

feminists within CONA U for sometimes “mediate UNIFE ’s results-based approach” 

and translate women’s needs into policy (Phillips and Cole 2009:201). While the 

possibility for connections between local groups and UN-based feminists exist, more 

often these connections are tenuous and, “as a result, UN-orbit translations of feminism 

often fail to capture the complex realities of the many forms of discrimination that affect 

women’s lives” (Phillips and Cole 2009:206). However, due to the work of feminists in 

the United Nation machinery, women’s issues have gained increased visibility both 

nationally and internationally (for example, the Reacciona Ecuador campaign) and have 

become subject to vigorous public debate. This brand of feminist activism has also led to 

the development of “more democratic publics in Latin America” (Phillips and Cole 

2009:193). From this, it is clear that feminists working within the UN framework are 

themselves acutely aware of the paradoxes and limitations of UN participation. 
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In this gendered political landscape, discourses of human rights have emerged as 

a primary vehicle through which feminists have voiced concerns, appealed for justice, 

and demanded state accountability. Despite the diversity of spaces from which feminists 

have organized, they have “found a way of working across difference while utilizing the 

discourse of human rights” (Phillips and Cole 2009:188). This organization implies 

“translation” and the adoption of effective, transnational strategies of working with 

difference. In Ecuador, discourses of rights have been adopted by feminists in, what 

Phillips and Cole (2009) call, the “UN-orbit” and the “another-world” orbit.
131

 Violence 

against women holds distinct meanings to the actors in the UN-orbit and the “another 

world” feminists. For many in the UN orbit, it is seen as an impediment to Ecuador’s 

economic development (interestingly, this mirrors the first concern about VAW 

communicated to me by the women of Las Cruces: “it is bad for community 

development”), while others focus on it as a problem of public health or gender equity. 

For UNIFE  offices, networks and coalitions on “issues of race, ethnicity, and poverty 

are of strategic importance” but they are viewed” instrumentally (i.e. in terms of 

obtaining results) (Phillips and Cole 2009:198). 

Women’s Rights and Anti-Violence Legislation in Ecuador  

                                                
131 The UN-orbit refers to “an approach to social transformation for gender equality through a systematic, 

proposal-based global agenda. Working within present global economic and political parameters, feminists 

participating in the UN orbit translate feminism by mainstreaming gender issues into the public sphere and 

by lobbying for the introduction, maintenance, and improvement of gender equity policies in institutions 

and legislation”. This orbit can also be referred to as “feminist activism within institutionalized settings” 
(but not “institutionalized feminism”). On the other hand, the “another-world” orbit is characterized by 

imaginings of an alternate feminist world with gender equality at its foundation. This world is improvised, 

not results-managed, and expertise and knowledge are located in diverse places, unearthed through 

processes of accompaniment (Phillips and Cole 2009:190-5).  
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  International legal processes have given Ecuadorian feminists and activists an 

opening to lobby for new laws and institutions to protect women from discrimination and 

violence. In 1979, Ecuador participated in CEDAW, the Convention on the Elimination 

of all Forms of Discrimination against Women and ratified its articles in 1981 (Division 

for the Advancement of Women 2004). Throughout the 1990s, the Ecuadorian 

government began institutionalizing anti-discrimination laws aimed at both public and 

private spheres of action, thus challenging the traditionally accepted divide. In 

collaboration with the Ecuador government, Ecuadorian women’s organizations 

established institutional norms for women’s equality during this period (Herrera 2001). 

This progress was evidenced in the 1998 Constitution, which called not only for the 

adoption of anti-discrimination law, but also for fundamental human respect of all people. 

More recently, the 2008 Constitution marks significant advances in gender equality, 

women’s rights, and anti-violence policy.  

Alliances between CONAMU, UNIFE , and other women’s organizations 

including CEPAM, led to the adoption of Ley 103, the Law against Family Violence, as 

well as the formal recognition of the right of women’s equality in the 1998 Constitution.  

Recently, the movement is undergoing radical change due the restructuring of 

governmental agencies and the dissolution of CONAMU, for example. Most of the 

institutional changes have been implemented with a strictly right-based framework. For 

example, a UNIFEM staff person emphasized her work as dar a conocer a los derechos 

de la mujer (teach women their rights) on multiple levels, including public workshop and 



323 

 

in the systematic trainings she offered to police commissary personnel aimed at eliminate 

discrimination against women in the institutional context of the commissary.   

As part of a platform of “21
st
 century socialism,” Rafael Correa applied a 

presidential decree to adopt the struggle against gender violence as a specific state policy 

(with funding) to be implemented transversally. The decree is currently being 

implemented across the ministries of health, education, government, and economic and 

social inclusion, a move which has implied the closure of CONAMU. In May, 2009, a 

new entity called La Comisión de Transición hacia el Consejo Nacional de las Mujeres y 

la Igualdad de Género (The Transitional Commission of CONAMU and Gender 

Equality) was created to guide the transition from CONAMU towards public 

institutionalism that guarantees equality between men and women. Together with ten 

different governmental agencies, the Commission has recently implemented an 

impressive media and press campaign with television and radio spots about violence-

against-women and children in Ecuador, with the tagline “React Ecuador!  achismo is 

violence” (“Reacciona Ecuador, el machismo es violencia”). The main objective of this 

campaign is to denaturalize gender-based violence and to raise awareness among men in 

particular that machismo itself is violent. They claim that the campaign derives strength 

from recent statistics that have emerged about violence against women, proving the best 

evidence of the predicament of Ecuadorian women.  
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Through diverse media channels, such as compelling short television 

advertisements, they focus on communicating the following messages: “eight in ten 

women in Ecuador have been victims of physical, psychological or sexual violence,” 

“more than 2 9, 6 5 cases of violence-against-women have been filed in the Comisarias 

de la mujer y la familia in the last three years” and “in 2008, 10,672 reports were filed for 

sex crimes in the Fiscalia. Of these reports, only 300 led to sentencing.” Their last 

message has been communicated quite effectively through a short television spot 

showing a stuffed animal being trampled by men’s shoes as they walk up a set of stairs to 

what appears to be a government or office building.
132

 As the stuffed animal falls, it 

reveals a tag that reads, “21% of children and adolescents in Ecuador have experienced at 

                                                
132 Examples of all these commercials can be viewed at: http://www.comisiondetransicion.gov.ec/campa-a/ 

Figure 9. Photo from the most recent Reacciona Campaign, El Machismo es Violencia (Machismo is 

Violence). 2009 

http://www.comisiondetransicion.gov.ec/campa-a/
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least one incident of sexual abuse”. These messages are now circulating with greater 

regularity, more consistent institutional support, and with greater possibility of reaching 

remote communities in Ecuador. Similar campaigns have been run via radio in Ecuador. 

While this specific campaign was implemented at the end of my research period, it 

exemplifies the rights-based (and numbers-based) approach that both NGO’s, UN 

agencies, and the Ecuadorian government have utilized in the recent past. It remains to be 

seen whether the “transversal implementation” of the struggle against gender violence is 

a productive expansion of rights or a disempowering dilution of women’s rights.  

Human Rights in Practice  

Figure 10. Women participating in International Women's Day march in Las 

Colinas, March 2008. Photo by author. 
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How are ideas about human rights getting to the regions of Las Colinas? When I 

asked men and women about their understandings of derechos, or rights, they almost 

immediately cited women’s rights, or in some cases, children’s rights. When I solicited 

more detail, they most often said either “like the right of a woman to not be beaten,” or 

“like the right for a women to live a life free of violence.” The focus of their 

understanding about rights was largely on physical violence-against-women. They had 

heard about women’s rights on the radio, on television (soap operas), during workshops 

(of various kinds), and through both national and international campaigns and holidays 

(such as International Women’s Day on  ay 8
th

, International Day against Violence-

against-Women on November 25
th
 and International Children’s Day).  any women are 

also learning about their rights through their interactions with La Comisaria; other 

women have learned about them through their friendships with many of the volunteers 

who have spent time in the region (myself included).    

One of the most important ways that men and women in the region have learned 

about women’s rights has been through annual Women’s Day celebrations. In 2003, the 

women of La Asociación were first taught about International Women’s Day by Julie, a 

female volunteer from the United States. On March 8, 2003 twenty-five women from the 

communities of Las Cruces and Agua Dulce commemorated this day with a small 

gathering. While this evening began as a small occasion to unite women, drink coffee, 

and converse, the tone changed after volunteer briefly explained the history of 

International Women’s Day. After describing movements of women worldwide, one 

woman asked Julie, “if so many other women worldwide have succeeded, why is it so 
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hard for us to fight for our rights?” This question sparked an intense discussion between 

all the women and they eventually decided that another event was in order, to publicly 

celebrate the value of women in the region. At this event, to take place two weeks later, 

women, children and a few particularly supportive husbands, marched through Las 

Cruces, holding signs communicating the need for equality and for respect of women. 

This event ended with a short dramatic skit of household relations between men and 

women, short speeches from various women of the region, a reading of Ley 103 - the 

Ecuadorian law against family violence, and ultimately, much dancing and celebration. 

While Julie supported the women, she left the specific plans and implementation up to 

the women themselves. When I would later conduct interviews women, they recalled this 

evening with much fondness – as many of them had never organized nor joined with 

other women in celebration, much less for an event which centered on valuing women. 

While most women reported being nervous about the sequence of events and their 

involvement, they also claimed that solidarity with other women, and their support from 

Julie and La Fundación, compelled them to join in the festivities.
133

  

                                                
133 There was, however, significant resistance to the event as well. One of the skits the women planned 

involved Miguel, who was to stumble home drunk at 2 a.m. and abusively demand a warmed plate of food 

from his wife, played by Erika. First of all,  iguel’s willingness to participate in the skit was very 

significant and surprising, as he was a community leader who had recently beat his wife. Erika’s husband 

visibly protested her participation in the drama skit, asking her to withdraw at the last minute, presumably 

because she played someone else’s wife. Although the participants held a meeting where Julie attempted to 

call the skit off, the women (and a few husbands) called for festivities to continue. Ultimately, the show 
went on. The midwife gave a moving speech, accompanied by Erika who held a sign that read, “I want my 

liberty”, then they read the Ley 103 aloud, and Maria and her husband performed their skit in which they 

switched roles, all followed by a celebratory of women dancing with one another. Though a few men 

participated, most men gathered together at one end of the plaza, playing cards, from where they could 

watch over the festivities without participating directly.  
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International Women’s Day is now an annual event in the region, led 

predominantly by the women in La Asociación. Most years, they plan skits and activities, 

many of which focus on the problem of intimate partner violence. With each passing 

year, men participate more directly. Whereas in the past they could be found watching 

from the other side of the plaza, now many men (especially those who are either well-

respected leaders, or those who are in the late teens and early 20s) watch, participate, and 

enjoy the festivities. On years that they do not organize a large public even, women 

gather and, at the very least, read the text of Ley 103, which has served as a powerful 

reminder to women that the state supports them and men are punishable by law.  

Soon after the first International Women’s Day celebration in 2003, the women 

from La Asociación voiced an interest in sponsoring more activities to promote the value 

and respect of women. Julie suggested that they write a proposal to a women’s shelter 

Figure 11. Women at first celebration of International Women's Day in Las Colinas, March 

2003. Public event, photographed by Jessica Levy. 
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(Casa Refugio) in Quito to request educational workshops.
134

 The proposal was accepted, 

but the women would have to travel to Quito for a five-day workshop. Thus, a second 

way in which rights discourse has reached the region was through this workshop attended 

by five well-respected women from different communities. These women were selected 

by La Asociación based upon their willingness, ability to leave their homes for nearly a 

week, and the level of spousal and family support. Upon their return from the workshops, 

they gave a series of workshops themselves, and they are the women who are most active 

in Women’s Day events.  

The women, most of whom had never traveled the six-hours to Quito, spent five 

days there attending workshops in the morning. They participated in workshops each day, 

and some women were offered a private counseling session with a licensed 

psychotherapist. The topics of the workshops for each day included: identifying family 

violence and the cycle of violence; family violence and its effects on men, women, 

children, and adolescents; analysis of domestic violence within the couple; and building 

self-esteem.  

                                                
134 The mission of Fundación Casa Refugio is “to influence the lives of women, men, children and 

adolescents by eliminating violent tendencies and customs and establishing more humane and equitable 

relationships,” while their vision is “to become an institution respected for specialized work in the 

intervention against family violence, to improve human relations and the social development of our 

country.” Established in 1990 through an agreement between the Ecuadorian  inistry of Social Welfare (el 

Ministerio de Bienestar Social), the National Assembly of Women (Dirección Nacional de la Mujer), and 

the Ecuadorian Center for the Promotion and Action of Women (CEPAM, or el Centro Ecuatoriano para la 

Promoción y Acción de la Mujer), the Casa Refugio Shelter claims to be the Ecuadorian state’s first 

organized response to the demand for attention to the problem of violence against women, demanded by 
Ecuadorian women’s organizations. With funding from both national and international agencies, priorities 

are: attention, prevention, research, local development and institutional development. They offer free room 

and board to victimized women and their children, as well as health services, education, training, legal and 

psychological counseling.  
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Next I will introduce one of the women, paying particular attention to their 

responses to the training and the ways in which they reconciled their experiences at the 

workshops with the realities of family and community life. This section will thereby 

explore the struggle arising from ideological shifts experienced by the women that are 

incongruent with the material bases of their inequality and their families’ basic needs for 

survival. I will also demonstrate the tensions that arose at both family and community-

levels, emphasizing how these are deeply intertwined.    

Sofia 

Sofia had had a very powerful experience at the women’s shelter; she was by far 

the most outspoken and committed to the cause of women against family violence. At the 

age of 14 years old, Sofía met her husband, Julio who was then 29 years old. After having 

lived most of her life until then with grandparents and other relatives, she felt compelled 

to be on her own. As she recalls, “I did not realize at all what it meant to go off with him, 

but [it was as if] he sent me a letter, and I accepted it, not knowing what else to do.” She 

expected that he would leave her at some point, and that would have been fine. At least 

she had had the opportunity to leave her uncle’s home. She did not realize that leaving 

with him would mean having children, and in turn, having children would be an end to 

her independence. So, Sofía claimed, “I had a child almost immediately. Then I stayed 

out of obligation. We were not in love, but I thought that maybe love would come with 

time.” 

One month after the women’s return from Casa Refugio, I met with Sofia and the 

other women to talk through their feelings and experiences and to gauge if and how they 
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would like to proceed. At this meeting, Sofía told us for the first time that her husband 

had left her, while she was assuring us of her commitment to working with other women 

in the region. 

I think that it would be best to continue with the five of us because we are already 

committed and we have undergone training. It will be almost a month since my 

husband has left my home, and I don’t even know where he is now. Our problems 

culminated and blew the lid, one could say. Now more than ever I am realizing 

that women are super-oppressed (‘super-pisoteada’) by men, that men treat 

women like trash, though not all men. I lived more than twenty years with this 

man and in all those years I have not had any happiness. I mean, having a child 

with someone should be the happiest time, right? Well, I have raised six children 

and I think for this reason I am fully capable of giving workshops to other women 

and helping them because I already know very well what women’s problems are. 

It’s come to the point where I find myself in a corner. Who knows if I could ever 

come to forgive my husband for what he has done -- I can’t even begin to speak 

about the things that man has done to me, even if I had five full days to tell my 

story. And I have never really bad-mouthed him before.  I always endured 

(aguántelo) in hopes that things would change, but no. Now I am entirely 

committed and faithful to this cause, because it seems like a lie, but all of us 

women are victims of abuse by men. So maybe some women will say, no I don’t 

have a problem, but in some way they do. So I am ready and available to attend 

and to give workshops, it doesn’t matter that I have two small girls, I will find a 

way to leave them with someone if need be. Actually, I can take my youngest girl 

with me. Yes, I will carry her. I am ready for this. I am finally free from this man. 

Because he, like a machista, wanted to keep there in that house, so that I couldn’t 

leave. So I no longer have that problem. I can be wherever I need to be for our 

training. This is now my only obligation, as far as I am concerned. 

Upon her return from the workshops, however, she and her husband Julio began to fight. 

He would tell me that she was being disrespectful and making decisions without 

consulting him. On the other hand, Sofia would claim that she had had enough, and that 

she deserved more from her relationship. One month later, Julio was no longer living at 

home. He had hit her during one of their fights, for the first time in over five years. In 

fact, she eventually disclosed that Julio used to beat her badly during the early years of 

their relationship. The following day, she prepared a small bag of his belongings which 
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she left on the front step of their home – and, with this, she asked him to leave. Sofía 

demonstrated impressive strength during this period – as she was determined to find a 

way to earn money herself to support her children. Her disregard for community gossip 

proved essential, because her adoption of male responsibilities was critical to her family’s 

survival. Six months later, Julio returned home and again, they tried to live together, 

struggling but surviving. Two years later, he has left home yet again – and Sofia leaves 

her children with family friends, while she works restaurant jobs for months at a time in 

the nearest city.  

  At one point, I asked Sofía if she would accept Julio back into her home if he 

returned. She wavered slightly, first stating that she would definitely not accept him, but 

then stated that maybe she would, if he was the one to ask forgiveness. Though staunchly 

determined overall, I recognized in her wavering a flicker of doubt, questioning whether 

or not she could survive on her own while supporting her children. Today she is still 

separated from him and is trying to support her children with a low-paying job where she 

is experiencing sexual harassment from her boss. As discussed, she has left one violent 

situation simply to experience other forms of violence. 

Many women like Sofía are unable to reconcile their notions of what they deserve 

with the realities of economic hardship and male control.  Even greater contradictions 

arise when women are confronted with discourses emphasizing their freedom from 

dependence, when this is considered antithetical to one’s role as a mother. Though it did 

not rise out of the women themselves, the discourse of empowerment and women’s rights 

– as promoted by Casa Refugio, the state, and the development agencies in the region - 
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was enthusiastically embraced by the women of La Asociación. However, without the 

institution of simultaneous strategies that would grant women an ‘exit’ or an alternative 

to living with violence, the rights discourse only serves to exacerbate their suffering by 

introducing struggle with severely limited possibilities for change. As a woman 

determined to establish respect and understanding in her home, she struggles deeply with 

the disconnect between the ideals she aspires to, and the realities of daily survival. As 

Sofia herself has experienced, the promise of equal rights rings hollow when no options 

are available to battered women.  

Seeking Justice in Las Colinas 

Human rights funding, discourse and practice have shaped the legal and judicial 

options available to families in Las Colinas, and throughout Ecuador. Increased access to 

a Police Commissary in Quinindé has led to more frequent use of state legal and judicial 

resources, and less reliance on community-based conflict resolution. However, 

community-level moral discourses affect the use of formal legal services. The opening of 

new judicial institutions and discourses of rights has created new opportunities for 

women to contest traditional community morality, which is also leading to the re-

gendering ideas of law and justice.  

 However, access to formal judicial services has not supplanted local forms of 

conflict resolution and informal and formal systems of justice coexist and serve different 

functions. There are four principal options for the resolution of family level conflict in 

Las Colinas; community members can (1) resolve it informally between families (either 

thru peaceful or violent means); (2) consult a quasi-legal enforcement figure (partly 
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sanctioned by the police) to assist with judicial matters in this remote region; (3) file a 

complaint with the police commissary in the city, and (4) leave their partner (with or 

without filing a complaint).   

 Despite the existence of legal and judicial services in a city a couple of hours away, 

Las Colinas itself has no formal law enforcement or legal or judicial infrastructure. As is 

consistent with the stereotype of Manabas (coastal mestizos), internal justice is often 

enforced by la ley del machete (the law of the machete) – a trend usually attributed to the 

absence of the state, a culture of extreme violence and deep-rooted patriarchy on 

Ecuador’s coast. In other cases, conflicts are “resolved” (and in some cases amplified or 

reproduced) informally between neighbors through discussion, fighting, or murder (for 

ex, people from Manabí are reported to have a long history of revenge killings [por 

venganza]). Most cases of domestic violence are not addressed on a local level, as both 

men and women generally consider wife battering to be legitimate or private. People tend 

to cite a common refrain “no se mete en cosas ajenas” (basically, “mind your own 

business”), legitimizing their choice to ignore and not intervene in many cases of obvious 

domestic abuse. In particular, people are afraid that any intervention might position them 

as enemies of the wife, husband, or both parties if the couple were to reconcile. In short, 

unless family disputes are excessively violent (and deemed illegitimate), they are usually 

overlooked by the greater community.
135

  

                                                
135  This is why there has been a high rate of intrafamily killings in the region, and especially of 

patricide – or sons killing their fathers – in defense of their mothers. Often the sons are the only people who 

can “legitimately” step in to defend their mothers or sisters from abuse. In these cases, the sons are almost 

never turned over to the police, but the community sanctions their killing insofar as they allow them to stay 

without alerting the authorities. 
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 The second form of community-conflict resolution rests in the quasi-legal authority 

of local community leader, Don Jorge. Before the construction of basic roads, this well-

respected community leader was granted authority by the police to act as the “deputy” of 

the region because of the lack of law enforcement resources in remote areas. He holds the 

honorary title as deputy for life, unless a community member files a complaint and 

proposes a replacement. Don Jorge's role is well-known throughout the region and he is 

the one consulted when serious conflict arises, or if there is a death to report. In some 

cases, he intervenes without notifying the police, and in others, he summons police 

intervention. He has the right to apprehend someone and bring them to the police, but he 

has only done this on two occasions. Most often, he plays a supportive role and provides 

people with documentation and signed reports, which they can then present to the police 

commissioner in the city. He strives to maintain peace and order in the community 

because he has little power to actually enforce decisions, even though he may technically 

have the right to.  

 In general, Don Jorge does not intervene in cases of domestic violence. In his role 

as arbiter of justice within the community, he reflects community concerns and morals in 

his decision-making. His actions have served to reinforce both the status quo and regional 

autonomy. To enact his authority, Don Jorge does not depend solely on the power of the 

law, but on his position in the community and his ability to tap into predominant moral 

discourses.  In a recent example, he chose not to defend a young woman who had been 

robbed of money by her jealous boyfriend. Not only had her boyfriend stolen a large 

amount of cash, but also he framed her ex-boyfriend as the thief. In this case, the 
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boyfriend came from a prominent family, whose honor was on the line. Don Jorge 

prepared the paperwork, helped the young woman gather the evidence as was his role, but 

then he left her on her own to actually access the law.  

 In recent years, Don Jorge is often been sidestepped precisely because his position 

is enmeshed within the moral fabric of the community. People cannot usually access 

justice through Don Jorge unless they achieve legitimate moral victimhood in the eyes of 

their community – a feat which is rare, though not impossible. As a result, many women 

and some men have taken advantage of the increasing access of formal judicial 

institutions as a way of escaping the unfavorable dynamics of local justice. 

  In the last four years, women have begun to travel to the Police Commissary (the 

third option) in the city two hours away to report instances of partner abuse. Comisarias 

are specialized centers to process complaints of violence against women and which 

provide legal, psychological and social services. They issue "help certificates" (boletas de 

auxilio), which enable victims to obtain the necessary protection provided by the police 

and have the aggressor arrested.
136

  They also offer protective measures (called medidas 

de amparo), such as: ordering a violent spouse to leave the home; preventing the 

aggressor from approaching the victim; and awarding the care of minor children to the 

best qualified person. Located one and a half hours from the central village of Las 

Colinas, the city of Quinindé does not have an actual CMF but, since the late 1990s, the 

Police Commissary of Quinindé has acted as a corollary institution responsible for 

                                                
136 To file a complaint of domestic violence, the victim must go to one of the Police Stations for Women 

and Families (Ecuador n.d.a; CLADEM 26 Jan. 2007), where she must show her citizenship card (cédula 

de ciudadanía) (ibid.; Ecuador n.d.b). 
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processing cases of family violence when these cases are considered less than a 

misdemeanor.
137

 This Police Commissary office lacks the social and psychological 

services and specialized attention provided by actual CMFs, though some of these 

mediation and counseling services have been taken on by the Commissary herself. In 

recent years, the number of reported cases of family violence has increased 

dramatically.
138

  

 Some women may choose to simply leave their husbands – with or without filing a 

report – after they are beaten. For example, Sofia did not file a report against her 

husband; she simply left. In her case, she did not file a report against her husband because 

it was less common to do so in 2004 (she claims she did not understand all the details 

about filing a denuncia at the time). She also felt that her case would not be taken 

seriously since she herself felt she was an independent woman who had transgressed 

certain community-based moral norms, and therefore she assumed that the Commissary 

would also judge her case in this light).  

 In a previous chapter, I discussed the case of a young man who had been accused 

of raping a minor. In that case, the mother of victim chose to reject local norms, 

according to which the young man would effectively be considered innocent if he 

acknowledged paternity and fulfilled his obligation as a man by taking care of the girl 

and their child-to-be. However, the mother instead chose to utilize the law. Justice is 

                                                
137 The Police Commissary is responsible for a wide range of judicial duties: including the handling of 
misdemeanors, consumer protection, loss of documents, the distribution of liquor licenses and prevention 

of rights abuses (all of these can include public drunkenness or “public scandal”, physical aggression and 

conflict, and robbery up to a value of approximately $600). For example, if family violence involves 

homicide, the case goes directly to the Police Station. 
138 The Commissary of Quinindé has not kept records for most years, but they began with my urging. 
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often employed strategically and preemptively. As more and more areas are accessible by 

car, however, arrest warrants and restraining orders have a higher chance of being 

implemented and acted upon by the police. Furthermore, as more inhabitants learn to 

utilize the law to their advantage, the exercise of formal justice is increasing.  

Rights Awareness and the Delegitimization of Gender Based Violence 

Two important factors involved in a woman's decision about resolving family 

conflict are how she imagines the legitimacy of violence and what types of resolution 

mechanisms she sees as feasible, accessible, and potentially effective. For clarity’s sake, I 

distinguish between community-based moral norms and state-sponsored legal norms, but 

– as I demonstrate – the differences between the two are consistently in flux. These two 

realms overlap in significant ways, and the shape of justice that emerges is a product of 

multiple factors, such as international human rights programs & funding, the 

idiosyncrasies and needs of Las Colinas actors and Commissary staff members, the 

strength of state legal institutions in Quinindé, rights-awareness among Las Colinas 

residents, and family and community-level politics. Increased awareness of and access to 

state-sponsored legal norms, underpinned by processes which have heightened 

perceptions of state legitimacy, are not only reshaping understandings of justice, but also 

the gendering of politics themselves. 

Due to its perceived legitimacy and its relegation to the private realm, domestic 

violence has generally been invisible in Las Colinas. After six years of education about 

women’s rights, the shroud of legitimacy surrounding wife battering and family violence 
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is slowly lifting – but in very particular, and not necessarily uniform ways. For example, 

while some women in the region are increasingly recognizing their right to live free from 

unjustified violence, the same women continue to legitimize certain forms of violence 

against women. Recall the woman, Maria, who told me: 

Women’s punishment by men is usually deserved. I have never deserved it 

though. I have been treated like a pigeon locked in a cage. I don’t want liberty or 

independence, or anything like that. I just want to be able to leave the house 

sometimes. But other women, those others, they know how to get around. 

 

With this last statement, she implies that they – those other women – need to be kept in 

line because of their promiscuity. Three years after this statement, Maria finally filed a 

complaint against her husband for marital violence. They now live together in peace. Her 

husband attributes his behavior change to having matured, and he claims that the legal 

sanction did not have much effect. Maria however, has – in a sense - proven to all men 

and women of the community that a legal complaint can make a difference. In this case 

and others, the new legal norms (and by extension, the rights-based self that is espoused 

through them) are providing key openings for local women. However, they are also 

giving rise to new contradictions and struggles, as understandings of “rights” are shaped 

by local gender norms and political economic realities.  

In cases of domestic violence, the women who are more likely to visit the Police 

Commisary are younger, more educated, and more experienced in an urban environment. 

In most cases, they are also women who have been exposed to “rights-based” discourses 

– mainly through workshops, radio and/or television – and they tend to identify the state 

as partially responsible for their protection. In contrast, the filing of legal complaints 
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(denuncias) by older women who were victims of domestic violence were consistently 

linked to three factors: the severity of physical and/or emotional abuse, the absence of 

young children in the household, and a belief that that particular instance of abuse was 

un-deserved and unjustified (in this case, incidents are most often linked to male 

drunkenness and excessive brutality). Recall Juana’s words when I asked why she 

decided to file a complaint against her husband, which eventually led to his brief 

imprisonment
:
 

It was more serious this time. It wasn’t the first time, you see. . . . I guess I finally 

realized that he never loved me like a “mujer de consideración” (or a woman who 

deserved respect). For this, I have now decided that it’s better that he lives his 

own life, and I will live mine.  

 In the last three years, at least fifteen Las Colinas women have filed complaints 

against their intimate partners for physical or sexual violence. At first glance, it appears 

that women are collectively beginning to “say no” to these forms of violence. However, 

many women have not filed complaints because they believe that the act of violence was 

justified (if not in their own eyes, then in the eyes of the larger community).  That is, if 

the act of violence against women appears to be deserved (for example, for a women’s 

infidelity, or inattention to domestic duties), they believe that the Police will not even 

accept the complaint. 

For example, as one woman explained:  

If my husband hit me for no reason – or just because he was drunk when he came 

home at night – I would denounce him the next day, without any problem. If he hits 

me for leaving the house, but I have left the house to buy notebooks for our 

children, then I would also denounce him, because this is not my fault. He did not 

buy their notebooks, so I had to. But, if he hits me because he thinks I have been 

with another man, then I cannot denounce him. It is not allowed.  



341 

 

I then asked, “What if it was a rumor and it was not true?,” and she responded, “That 

doesn’t matter. If he says it is true, the Comísaria will not accept my denuncia because it 

was my fault.” When I discussed this with the Comísaria – she heartily denied that this 

was the case. Women believe they cannot file a denuncia formal complaint in cases 

where they themselves might carry some of the blame (in most cases, infidelity).  

 The contours of “legitimacy” of violence have thus shifted. Earlier, wife battering 

was legitimated because women were understood to be the property of men. Where 

women have been exposed to women’s rights discourses, this idea is generally losing its 

sway. In this section, I have demonstrated the importance of formal legal services to the 

women of this region and the ways that increased access to formal legal and judicial 

institutions has reshaped, but not replaced, communal forms of justice. Patterns of 

pluralistic judicial practices illuminate overlapping layers of moral and legal discourses, 

which are currently changing in tandem with legal norms.  In fact, this access has also 

contributed to a re-gendering of these approaches to conflict resolution, which has been 

shaped by larger processes of citizenship-building in Ecuador.  

Rights, Resistance, and the Regendering of Justice 

In recent years, women have begun to utilize formalized legal services because 

local forms of justice have been irresponsive to women's needs.
139

 But now that women 

are more regularly accessing formal legal services to resolve family violence, recourse to 

                                                
139  An understanding of the law and one’s rights as women still interacts with a host of other subjective 

and contextual factors when women decide whether or not to file a report, or when to do so (women do not 
automatically file police reports without consideration of other factors). For example, I found that police 

reports in the month of May dropped dramatically [cite #] – when discussing this seemingly bizarre 

phenomenon with staff members of the Commissary, they suspected that women were less willing to 

destabilize their relationship with their partners (and in most case, fathers of their children) during the first 

month of the academic school year, when most families had to pay the yearly tuition fees.   
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the law has itself become feminized. In one of the more poignant examples, two Las 

Colinas men began to argue because one believed that the other had dumped a load of 

garbage on his property. When Luis denied having done this, Felipe bypassed the local 

police commissioner and filed a report at the Commissary. Upon recounting this story to 

me, Luis exclaimed “que mujer! Felipe has become such a woman . . . he went to the 

commissary and filed a denuncia rather than dealing with me directly”. Though the 

commissaries have been envisioned as spaces devoted to the construction of citizenship 

where women learn about and can realize their right to have rights, they are in fact much 

more limited. Through their emphasis on women's vulnerability and need for protection, 

they in fact corner women into using their  services strategically, which in turn has led to 

a climate of mistrust towards women and their use of the Commissary. For this reason, 

people not only question the validity of women’s claims in the Commissary but they also 

tend to cast and frame interactions with the law as ashamedly feminine and 

unmasculine.
140

   

The Contradictions of Human Rights in Practice  

International human rights law assumes that people throughout the world have a 

universal “rights consciousness” akin to an autonomous rights-conscious self (Merry 

2003; Merry 2006b). However, people in Las Colinas who have had little interaction with 

                                                
140 In early work on legal discourse, ethnographies addressed the gendered dimensions of these processes 

by noting that women were far more marginalized from formal legal systems because of their tendency (a 

la Carol Gilligan) to be more invested in relationships (in the social dimension) than rules (as in the legal 
dimension) – argued by Conley and O’Barr (Rules versus relationships: the ethnography of legal 

discourse). In contrast to men, women were assumed to exhibit a “greater tendency to emphasize social 

relations over legal rules”. 
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formal legal systems define themselves through shared relationships and understandings 

with family and community. Sally  erry’s studies demonstrate quite powerfully how 

many women must experience a radical shift in identity and be able to access particular 

resources in order to act upon understandings of themselves as rights-bearers (Merry 

1990; Merry 1997). Human rights frameworks imply a particular form of subjectivity – 

and though powerful and strategic, it is not always compatible with the realities of the 

rural poor. Practitioners working within human rights frameworks must remember that 

“rights are not emancipatory in themselves; everything depends on who uses them, how, 

for which purposes, for and against whom” (Cowan 2006:7).  

My work attempts to examine both sides of this argument – the ways that human 

rights discourse and practice creates critical openings (and hope) for rural Ecuadorian 

women, as well as the ways it simultaneously delimits the possibility of self-realization 

that it first appears to offer. While these struggles can and have lead to multiple forms of 

“empowerment” and self-awareness in some cases, my work demonstrates that they can 

also create irreconcilable contradictions in the lives of Las Colinas families which have 

lead to higher rates of divorce, violence, greater suffering, and in some cases, suicide.  

As we see in Sofia’s case, many Las Colinas women who have been learning 

about their rights often suffer increased rates of violence within the home. In some 

contexts, it may appear that informing women about their rights can do no harm. But, if 

we account for the severe economic constraints faced by many NGOs and state agencies 

in developing countries, we also understand why “rights-based educational workshops” 

constitute a convenient and common strategy to combating gender inequality and 
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intimate partner violence. But, before designing family violence prevention and treatment 

programs – we must fully consider the ways that women who are exposed to discourses 

of women’s rights often struggle deeply with the ideological claims to ‘rights,’ when they 

do not have the resources to act upon them. In fact, discourses of female empowerment 

can inadvertently result in “blaming poor women” and “their culture” because they fail to 

exit cycles of abuse, while ignoring the political and economic restructuring necessary for 

these women to act on their awareness.  

Women exposed to human rights discourses often achieve “partial empowerment” 

and adopt micro-strategies of resistance to negotiate their positioning, but they do not 

have the resources to actually escape their predicament.  any “interventions” solely 

address the ideological [or cultural] aspects of gender inequality, and as a result they 

often contradictory, even adverse effects on social relations and rates of violence. In fact, 

they can result in blaming poor women when they fail to exit cycles of abuse, while 

ignoring the political and economic restructuring necessary for these women to act on 

their awareness.
141

 Although women’s ‘empowerment’ and solidarity-building is 

effecting change, the promise of equal rights ring hollow in an environment underpinned 

by structural violence, due to lack of governmental engagement, limited economic 

opportunity, and institutional ideologies that legitimize and reinforce the oppressive 

treatment of women.  

                                                
141 In many cases, women (like Sofia) therefore from increased rates of violence within the home. In the 

two years following participation in “empowerment” workshops or activities (i.e. women’s microcredit 

initiatives, and workshops on violence), I witnessed a marked increase in violence in a number of 

households. 
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 Though global in its scope, the notion of human rights has been premised on an 

ideal of the rights-bearing modern liberal subject, a self that is not accessible to all. To 

understand the ways that women respond to rights-awareness, we must consider how, 

through human rights, “individuals  are constituted  as a particular kind of political 

subject” (Donnelly, as cited in Goodale 2007). In fact, Goodale (2007) proposes that we 

include this process of individuation in our understanding of human rights, so that the 

category “human rights” includes “both the norms themselves and the subjects through 

which they are expressed” (7). In this case, social change is limited and highly 

circumscribed. Women are able to access resources insofar as they enable her to act in 

accordance with a particular model of the individual.
142

  

  

                                                
142 Recently, scholars have effectively demonstrated the double-bind of human rights (Goodale 2009, 2007; 

Leve 2007; Postero 2006 ) for indigenous groups and broad social movements who have strategically 

utilized the language of rights in order to gain certain advances, but who find themselves limited by the 

same language. Goodale (2009) describes this double-bind as a “problem of internal contradiction: the 
dilemma that emerges, especially for the poor and marginalized in Bolivia, from the fact that liberalisms’ 

more materially benign dimensions – universal human rights, for example—are necessarily bundled with a 

particular conception of the individual and his relationship with the fruits of his labor, a conception that, 

when expressed in practice, has the effect of diminishing liberalism’s moral promises” (29).   
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CONCLUSION 

Overview of Dissertation  

 This dissertation explores local understandings and manifestations of gender 

violence in Las Colinas and how they are changing as women and men learn about rights, 

imagine alternative gender norms, and gain access to state-based forms of justice. 

Ecuadorians perceive of Manabas (or montubios) as brutish and close-to-nature because 

of a extreme “culture of gendered violence” in rural, coastal Ecuador in which men 

exercise their authority through violence. This machista culture is understood as a self-

reproducing system that one cannot effectively escape, but that can be gradually reformed 

through moral education. This dissertation problematizes this conception of culture, 

which underlies not only Ecuadorian stereotypes of rural people from the coast, but also 

much of the scholarship on domestic and intimate partner violence. I question this 

cultural framing of violence by highlighting changing social relations in the face of 

community development, reconfigured relationships between NGOs, locals and the state, 

and shifting forms of citizenship and assertions of rights. I demonstrate how political, 

economic and social processes normalize gender violence, and how transnational human 

rights discourses are reshaping gender relations, structures of impunity, and the visibility 

of particular forms of violence. Intimate partner violence that is deemed unjustified, or 

por gusto, is now understood as legimitately punishable by law. However, women also 

believe that violence considered justified (usually based on the suspicion of infidelity or a 

woman’s failure to fulfill one’s duties) will not be accepted or acted upon by the 

authorities. This demonstrates how men and women reinterpret human-rights based 
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messages (which clearly proclaim that “all violence is unacceptable”) according to their 

preexisting understandings of violence and moral selfhood. 

As indicated in the second central contradiction that I outline in the dissertation, 

“that the region’s inhabitants seek to be both visible and invisible to the state,” the 

vulnerability and exclusion of Las Colinas residents from the state has positioned them to 

demand recognition of their rights through alignments with transnational institutions, 

discourses, and practices. Thus, they are using alliances with transnational NGOs to 

negotiate their relationship to the state. However, they suffer from increasing social and 

economic vulnerability as agriculturalists with no rights to their land (the basis of their 

livelihood). In this context, women are called upon to contribute to household production 

and step beyond their roles in social reproduction. A stark and even violent contradiction 

emerges when household needs for social and economic reproduction bring women into 

new productive and public realms, thus highlighting men’s inability to single-handedly 

provide for their families.  These processes erode the basis of male esteem and authority 

as well as the social and material factors that have often kept women isolated from 

alternative visions of intimate partnerships, and the institutions and mechanisms that 

would help women realize them. 

While this process is not new (nor is its documentation by Marxist feminists), the 

role of human rights discourse and practice in reshaping social relations has not been 

fully examined. These changes in gender and family relations, state-NGO-community 

alliances, and rights activism are taking place within a context of political-economic 



348 

 

displacement and dispossession.
143

 Some Las Colinas inhabitants are relocating to urban 

environments, and in some cases, to international destinations as exported labor 

commodities in themselves. However, these processes are still tempered by the 

opportunities offered through community development and the gradual increase in 

provision of infrastructure and development by the state. Regardless, the state’s 

determinate act of erasure in 1998, when the government of Ecuador created a biological 

reserve, officially rendered these people invisible and, essentially, disposable. The state’s 

entrée into the region through the seizure of their land and the declaration of the reserve 

has forced them to look for alternative or complementary livelihood options. Thus, they 

are fighting back on the same terrain ceded by the state, by exploring the possibilities of 

ecotourism, conservation, and “international development” to ensure the viability of their 

futures. Las Colinas residents have long recognized that there is no future in selling cacao 

and coffee; since the 1970s, they have been “forced to sell their commodities below the 

full social costs of producing these commodities,” a process which undermines their own 

continuity (Sider 2003; Sider 2006:252). In this scenario, they are becoming increasingly 

dependent on the state and transnational institutions for their social reproduction, and 

they are negotiating with the state and transnational institutions to strike the right balance 

between regional autonomy, development, and security on the one hand, and cultural 

change and cultural maintenance on the other. 

                                                
143 In his discussion of dispossession and displacement, Gerald Sider (2006) charts a global transition in the 

production of inequalities: whereas vast numbers of people worldwide were used as cheap labor for the 

production of raw materials and foods (like  anabas who sustained Ecuador’s export economy by 

producing cacao, coffee, and bananas), they are now being displaced, dispensed with, and made useless. 
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It is within this complex context that this dissertation explores how men and 

women remake their understandings of violence, its legitimacy, and their rights to access 

state-based forms of justice.   Human rights, transnational alliances, and improved access 

to justice offer powerful openings for local women and families, but their empowering 

potential is delimited by growing social and economic vulnerability and the discrepancies 

between rights-based subjectivities and preexisting understandings of the self. One of the 

most poignant dimensions of this understanding of self is that “a woman cannot be both a 

wife and a lover in her relationship with her husband” which itself is bundled with a set 

of moral directives about the rights and wrongs of being a woman.  

Packaging Violence and Building upon Dignity: Ethics of Researching Violence 

This dissertation is a testament to the difficulties of making sense of violence. 

Analytical frameworks are helpful for roughly outlining the configurations of power 

served by violence, breaking violence down into its multiple dimensions, and 

understanding the mechanisms of social differentiation that underlie and exacerbate 

violence in all its forms.  However, I hope that the dissertation also attests to the 

slipperiness and incompleteness of these analytical frames. No simple narrative can 

explain why husbands routinely beat their wives, why women set each other up to 

experience intimate partner violence, nor why women continue to blame themselves 

when the immediate perpetrator can be clearly identified. As a form of power that 

produces chaos, this senselessness is important not only to the potency of violence, but 

also to understanding it; if explanations were neat and packaged, we would no longer be 

incensed – or surprised – by violence and its effects (Green 1999; Sider 2006).  
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In this dissertation, I examine both the micro and macro dimensions of domestic 

violence, demonstrating how structural violence serves to naturalize and make invisible 

micro-manifestations of gender violence. I also discuss how incorporating the concept of 

impunity in analyses of power and violence can potentially reorient our attention to how 

violence, as process, works through and remakes social relations in naturalized and 

hardly discernible ways. In contexts dominated by gendered structures of impunity, 

women’s networks (and their individual selves) fragment, as women face inexplicable 

forms of injustice on a daily basis. Despite their attempts to explain violence (“it was 

deserved,” “he was drunk,” or “he was out of his mind”), these women do experience 

these moments as unjust and profound assaults to their dignity. With increased access to 

normative visions and new forms of justice (both formal and informal), women and men 

are refashioning their understandings of the legitimacy of gender violence.  

Conducting research on a topic as challenging as family violence while juggling 

multiple professional and personal roles proved to be much more challenging than I ever 

imagined. Through this process, I felt firsthand the pull to shape certain narratives 

because I wanted them to “fit” a storyline that would make things more emotionally 

palatable and less dizzying. In turn, this led me to question and interrogate the importance 

of boundaries in conducting research and practicing activism, and it also highlighted my 

role in processes of social change. Anthropologists’ engagement with social change is 

nothing new; in our generation, anthropologists are increasingly attracted to topics that 

merge critical reflection and practical applicability (Herzfeld 2001). With this in mind, I 

think it is time to develop clearer - albeit flexible - methodologies to practice better 



351 

 

engagement towards both academic and activist ends. As anthropologists, we have 

discussed the falsity of accounts that posit a decisive rupture between past and present, 

and as activists we can be stubbornly earnest in our desire to bring about change. I argue 

that we must also be wary of over-ambitiously (and dangerously) assuming a break 

between present and future, as if our activist intentions can and should lead to immediate 

change.  I have spent much of the last ten years interfacing with rural populations and 

non-governmental organizations while developing and assessing educational programs 

and interventions based on universal standards espoused by the human rights framework. 

I have witnessed firsthand the energizing hope that women and families have experienced 

when considering the possibility of justice. However, I am also deeply familiar with the 

ways that this hope, premised on a heretofore unattainable ideal, has sometimes brought 

irreconcilable contradictions and struggles to these families – struggles which often lead 

to higher rates of violence.  

Imagining and Sustaining Futures: The Contradictions of Citizenship  

The story told in these pages is not simply a story of a people versus the 

Ecuadorian state. The material practices and ideological visions of extra-state institutions 

have always shaped the relationship between people and the state, and to each other. 

Most Las Colinas inhabitants lack not only land rights, but also full citizenship rights, 

because many are illiterate and lack identity cards (and thus voting rights). Essentially, 

they are non-nationals looking for a state to honor and enforce transnationally promoted 

human rights. In this context, forms of differential citizenship are certainly changing due 

to the efforts of NGOs in the region, increasing literacy, and more inclusive forms of 
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state-sponsored citizenship (most evident during recent elections and the last two 

constitutions). Considering that “citizenship provides rights and benefits that help people 

get to tomorrow,” their claims on a tomorrow are being negotiated in national and 

transnational frames (Sider 2006:251). For example, with recent claims to an ethnicity as 

montubios, they are positioning themselves to access the collective, cultural rights offered 

by the state through its formal recognition of plurinationalism. However, Las Colinas 

communities are now struggling to access rights-as-citizens with the help of tools such as 

legally-recognized committees, citizen participation campaigns, increased education, and 

transnational rights norms. Alternative masculinities (embodied by Don Marcelo and the 

younger generation of ecotourism guides, for example) are emerging in conjunction with 

the trans-local community development of the region (and the ideals of gender equity that 

underlie it). Before prematurely celebrating these changes, however, we must remain 

attentive to the contradictions that emerge in this context. As mentioned, for women, 

these processes are double-edged, as they can “liberate women from some patriarchal 

oppressions yet incorporate women into global capitalism ‘on greatly unequal terms’” 

(Hartsock 2006:188). For this reason, I argue that there is a mismatch between human 

rights discourse and practice, or between what women and men believe they have a right 

to, and what they can actually do to instantiate that right in the current context. 

Areas for Future Research 

I would like to build upon this research in three possible directions. First, I would 

like to incorporate an institutional ethnography to understand human rights practice from 

the top-down (including the flows of money, ideas, and expertise) and examine the ways 
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that human rights policy is developed, critiqued and implemented (Merry 2006a). One 

important mid-level site for this study would be the UNIFEM Andean regional office in 

Quito, Ecuador, which administers UNIFEM programs in Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Peru and Venezuela. This next step implies numerous challenges, as anthropologists of 

human rights have struggled “to derive the details and. . . meanings of transnational 

networks from the thick descriptions of finely grained ethnographic observations” 

(Goodale 2009b).  

Second, as a related endeavor, I plan to examine the gendered effects of cultural 

markers and stereotypes propagated through recent state-sponsored campaigns such as 

Reacciona Ecuador! El Machismo es Violencia in conjunction with campaigns about 

cultural inclusion.  I would draw from my ten years of ethnographic research on gender, 

violence, and human rights among coastal montubios to consider how discourses of 

inclusion affect popular understandings of culture and gender violence by different ethnic 

groups in Ecuador.   

Third, to shed light on the policies of inclusive citizenship in Ecuador’s 2008 

Constitution, I would like to further examine the tension between the state’s commitment 

to gender equality and pluriculturalism. In particular, I plan to explore the implications of 

the historically-shaped policies of inclusion and pluriculturalism for montubios, who 

were recognized as an ethnic group in their own right in the 2008 Constitution. By 

focusing on a group who has been generally perceived an uncultured (and thus, non-

ethnic), I will interrogate the ways that problematic conceptions of culture are central to 

Ecuador’s pluriethnic reimagining. I will do so while situating this and other political 
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struggles around collective identity within broader historical perspectives that highlight 

the continuities and changes in the way that citizenship has been framed in Ecuadorian 

history. 

An Anthropology of Intimate Partner Violence and Human Rights 

This dissertation addresses many key tensions within anthropology – including 

the processes of continuity and change that underlie culture and cultural reproduction, 

and the disjuncture between universalism and cultural relativism. However, this 

dissertation stands by the utility of an anthropological approach to studying intimate 

partner violence because of its attention to everyday social practice. Furthermore, the 

study of social practices of human rights demonstrates the fluidity of culture, its on-the-

ground constitution, and its transnational (not necessarily local) dimensions. This is 

especially important because the “fundamental concepts of anthropology – culture, social 

structure, social organization, kinship system, et cetera—all presume a continuity and a 

processual stability in everyday life that is simply not there for a great many people in the 

world today” (Sider 2006: 257). Despite shallow assertions that globalization has brought 

an end to culture, studies of human rights practice in transnational arenas continue to 

demonstrate the persistence of the culture concept and its problematic relationship to 

human rights (Merry 2006c).
144

    

 
 

                                                
144 Goodale (2009) reveals that the death of culture has been proclaimed by human rights scholars in two 

distinct ways: “by claiming that the forces of globalization have transformed cultures into mere locations 

within transnational flows or by questioning wheter there were ever such things as cultures in the first 

place” (89). 
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 “Well-tempered Human Rights” 

Human rights – as concept, as practice, and as discourse - are ways of organizing 

power, based on a particular set of assumptions: that human rights transcend culture, that 

the truth of human rights is self-evident, and that human rights reflect a conception of the 

person that is necessarily universal (Goodale 2009b). However, this dissertation also 

resists characterizing human rights as simply another form of moral imperialism that 

displaces all preexisting moral traces by superimposing a new system of values. In 

Surrendering to Utopia, Goodale (2009) reminds us that the original Commission on 

Human Rights envisioned the work of human rights in “aspirational rather than 

prescriptive terms,” and it behooves us to remember the “aspirational” even while 

critiquing the ways in which human rights have become “prescriptive” in their 

application over time (131). This allows us to recognize how human rights can also serve 

as practical tools that can be adopted by diverse groups such as  indigenous movements, 

rural women, and nation-states worldwide, without necessarily implying that they fully 

embrace the “radically alternative conceptions of the person that forms the basis” for the 

idea of human rights (Goodale 2009b:130). However, human rights must also be 

recognized as a neoliberal strategy implicated in the project of responsibilization, 

whereby responsibility is increasingly shifted to individuals and civil society, as public 

safety nets are dismantled by the state (Keating, et al. 2010a).   

In this dissertation, discourses of rights are portrayed as neither singular nor 

purely imperialist. Rather, Las Colinas women access justice according to their own 

conceptions of right and wrong – which, while they are changing, are still locally salient 
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and extremely significant to their being-in-the-world. This attests to the possibility of a 

“well-tempered human rights,” as proposed by  ark Goodale (2009) – a human rights 

practice that recognizes human multiplicity and plural normativities, but demands action 

in the face of injustice. Anthropology can and should support this project, with an 

approach that is at once critical and hopeful.  
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EPILOGUE 

Gabi’s Story, Part III 

One February afternoon in 2009, I took a bike ride after spending the day 

struggling with my dissertation data; I had returned from the field a few months earlier. 

When I took a water break, I noticed I had missed a number of phone calls from Ecuador. 

One missed call would have been no concern, but I had missed at least ten. It felt like 

something bad was always happening there, so I panicked. I soon learned that Gabi was 

in the hospital. She had attempted to commit suicide by drinking pesticides that she took 

from the storage bodega on the hacienda where her brother and sister worked. I was 

shocked, saddened, angry, and eventually, hysterical.  

I soon learned that the hospital staff was not taking her case seriously despite the 

fact that she was in critical condition. They tried to pump her stomach, but it was not 

enough. Her sister called to tell me they were prioritizing other patients because “they 

don’t think she deserves help since she did this to herself.” I then called the health center 

in Las Cruces and asked the doctor on staff there if he would be willing to go to Quinindé 

to help her. He was definitely willing, but there were no more trucks going out that day; 

he agreed to leave first thing in the morning on the 7 o’clock ranchera. At 2 o’clock in 

the morning, however, I got a frantic call. Gabi’s condition had been worsening, and her 

brother and sister decided to transport her to a better hospital in Santo Domingo just 

before dawn. She died en route.  
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I was finally able to fill in all the details of what had happened when I traveled to 

Ecuador later that month. Ever since her mother’s death in August 2008, Gabi had gone 

back and forth between her different sisters’ homes. As an eighteen-year old girl, her 

sisters felt she should be dating, and trying to start a family, but Gabi was not interested. 

While it might be easy for us to understand why she did not wish to be married, much 

less in a relationship, it was much more difficult for these women in whose lives gender 

violence had been so normalized. I still do not know why Gabi was so different, but I 

suspect that she had managed to imagine what life could be like if she resolved to fight 

for her dignity and self-respect.  

Her sisters and brothers report that she had been quite depressed since her 

mother’s passing. For the past two years, she repeatedly talked about returning to high 

school. She thought she might be interested in beauty school, too. While her mother was 

ill, all the family’s income went to medical treatments, and when her mother passed 

away, none of Gabi’s siblings was willing to support her education. She ended up 

working short-term day jobs and helped care for her sisters’ children (each sister had 

five). She felt she was a burden to her siblings and their families.  

The last time I spoke with her she mentioned wanting “something more, more 

from life – but I don’t know how to get it or what it is.” Just before her death, Gabi was 

staying with her sister Laura and her husband Jose. Jose had hit Laura more than once, 

and Gabi had protested and gotten in the middle of these “private matters.” Laura later 

recounted that Gabi was so upset by these fights; she once yelled at Laura that it had to 

stop, insisting that she could not bear to witness another sister die at the hands of her 
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husband. While telling me the story, Laura brushed this off, stating that Gabi was just 

being dramatic. The life-altering pain that she felt after the death of her first sister was a 

little over the top, apparently. After one incident, Gabi and her sister exchanged harsh 

words, and Gabi said something about nobody wanting her around anymore. With that, 

she sought out a bottle of pesticides in the hacienda storehouse.  

Just hours after Gabi’s funeral in Las Cruces, I was told that the village was abuzz 

with “the story” of what led to her suicide. Rumors flew about the fight between the 

sisters, and the story that emerged followed a well-worn path of love, jealousy, and 

competition. People said that Laura’s husband had been tempted by Gabi, and that he had 

fallen for her. When Laura found out, she insisted that Gabi leave and never come back. 

And she never did. Or so the story went.  

But this story, and its silences, only confirmed what people in Las Cruces already 

knew – that violence is everywhere, and male violence is unremarkable. Female sexuality 

is to blame, reproducing familiar patterns of impunity along gendered lines. The telling of 

this story is itself an act of erasure. It silences what Gabi had come to feel – that violence 

was no longer tolerable – and in so doing, forecloses the possibility that a woman might 

choose a different life.  
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