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2

GENDER AND COLONIALITY

From Communitarian to Colonial Modern
Patriarchy’

A Responsive Anthropology: Toward a Critical Thought that
Answers and that Makes Itself Available

In 2010, Anibal Quijano organized an international symposium on “The Ques-
tion of De/Coloniality and Global Crisis,” held at the Universidad Ricardo Palma
in Lima. The event brought decolonial thinkers together to discuss practices that
go against the grain of the colonial order. Its theme was broad and so offered us
freedom to respond in various ways. This chapter began as a response to Qui-
jano’s question, which I will reformulate this way: Where are gaps opening up
today that might allow us to dismantle the coloniality of power, and how should
we speak of these possibilities? What role do gender relations have in decolonial
processes? The first part of my discussion will lead me later on back to the more
particular theme that I was asked to address, in the context of the struggle for
autonomy: the intersection between coloniality and patriarchy, and what follows
from their convergence: colonial modern patriarchy and the coloniality of gen-
der. I will turn to this problem in the second part of my discussion, after a brief
overview of my contributions to and forms of participation in feminism and the
indigenous movement, which together have allowed me to perceive how gender
relations have been changed historically by colonialism and by the colonial epis-
teme consolidated and persistently reproduced by republican states.

My chapter is organized according to the order of the findings that led me to
my current understanding of the relations between coloniality and gender. At the
same time, the chapter highlights the decolonial impulse of my scholarly practice.
I am convinced that any other rhetorical strategy would result in the loss of my
ability to communicate the understanding that I have undertaken to sketch out
here: an understanding of gender relations in the context of colonial modernity.
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50 Gender and Coloniality

I proceed through ethnographic “listening.” I am trained as an anthropologist—
in other words, trained in a profession whose name, in some circles and some
villages, has almost become an insult. This is because, more than any other dis-
cipline, anthropology embodies and emblematizes the distance and alienation
that Santiago Castro Gémez has called “the hubris of the degree zero,” even
while today it finds itself engaged in a disciplinary retreat that verges on funda-
mentalism. So: how did decolonial theories find their way into my disciplinary,
academic work?

Increasingly, I found myself using the anthropologist’s tools in an inverted
way, or rather in a way that led to what I came to think of'a “responsive anthro-
pology,” an anthropology that produces knowledge and encourages reflection
in response to questions addressed to it by those who would otherwise—that is,
in classical anthropology—be the “objects” of observation and of study. I did
this inadvertently at first and then began to theorize the process (Segato 2006).

In other words: my position as someone committed to the creation of a
decolonial path today follows from the demands that were addressed to me,
demands to which I sought to respond. I will refer here to two of these de-
mands in order to introduce the problems that the chapter discusses, because
over time these demands led me to an understanding of the set of relations
structured by the colonial order. They required me to build the arguments
and elaborate the concepts that could dismantle and deconstruct more estab-
lished schemas and categories. They also caused certain terms to break down
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and to appear obsolete. Terms like “culture,” “cultural relativism,” “tradition,”
and “premodernity” were shown to be insufficient for grappling with these
problems. I will not have much space here to detail the events that led to this
progressive loss of a vocabulary. It will suffice instead to sketch out the results of
my search for a new set of concepts that would permit me to develop arguments
capable of responding to the demands that were presented to me.

It should be clear that the obsolescence of the words used by anthropologists
and activists was not a matter of willfulness or whim, but rather one of neces-
sity, imposed by the needs of the argument. I would like to note as well that my
contribution to the symposium held in 2010 was different from my colleagues’
contributions in that it was neither exegetical nor systematic, let alone program-
matic. Instead it was practical. So too is this chapter offered as a theoretical ar-

gument committed to working toward the destruction of a belligerent practice.

Feminicide: A Symptom of the Barbarism of Modern Gender

In 2003 T was called on to think of ways to make intelligible the numerous
extremely cruel murders of women taking place on Mexico’s northern border.
Today these crimes are known as femicides, and they represent a novelty, a
contemporary transformation in gender violence, linked to new ways of wag-
ing war. Today humanity is bearing witness to a moment of dark innovation
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in the means of brutalizing feminine and feminized bodies. This new form of
brutalization is spreading and expanding without containment. Guatemala, El
Salvador, and Mexico in Latin America, and the Republic of Congo in Africa,
where the horrendous scenes of conflict in Rwanda continue, are emblematic
of this new reality. In the Republic of Congo, doctors already use the cate-
gory of “vaginal destruction” to describe the type of attack that often leads to
the death of victims. In El Salvador, between 2000 and 2006, at the height of
the period of “pacification,” killings of men increased by 40% and killings of
women nearly tripled, increasing by 111%. In Guatemala, again in a pattern
associated with the reestablishment of democratic rights, between 1995 and
2004, killings of men increased by 68%, and killings of women doubled, in-
creasing by 144%. In Honduras, the distance between the two rates of increase
was even greater: between 2003 and 2007, killings of men increased by 40%,
and killings of women were quadrupled, increasing by 166% (Carcedo 2010:
40—42). Attacks on the feminine take the form of both unprecedented bodily
destruction and the trafficking and commodification of what these bodies can
offer, taken to their limits. The predatory occupation of female and feminine
bodies is practiced like never before, and in this apocalyptic age for humanity,
it despoils these bodies to the point of leaving behind only their remains.

The demand that was addressed to me led me to note that cruelty and wom-
en’s destitution were increasing as modernity and the market expanded and
annexed new regions. Despite the juridical development that, since the World
Conference on Human Rights in 1993, has been known as “women’s human
rights,” we can undoubtedly speak of the growing barbarism of modern gender,
or of what some call “gender genocide.” There is a false distinction between
the rights of minors and so-called minorities—of boys, girls, and women—
and indigenous peoples’ right to difference. I consider these two questions in
conjunction here, because they are analogous. This is a flashpoint right now in
Brazil, one that calls for delicate conceptual maneuvers and considerable mental
gymnastics, because it presents itself as an offensive to defend the lives of indig-
enous boys and girls but in fact threatens indigenous peoples’ struggle for the
right to build autonomy and pursue their own forms of justice. I am referring
to a specific piece of proposed legislation that seeks to criminalize the adaptive,
temporary, and declining practice of infanticide, a bill proposed by the evan-
gelical front in Brazil’s parliament. This draft legislation calls for supervision
and surveillance by missionaries and agents of public safety who redouble the
missionaries’ capacity to intervene in village life. The latter loses its privacy
and becomes transparent, accessible to the state’s gaze. Again, in the colonial
world, the supposed salvation of children is a key alibi for the forces who seek to
intervene in the lives of indigenous peoples, accusing them of subjecting their
own children to mistreatment.

The challenge, in this case, involved defending indigenous peoples’ right to
autonomy even though, in a context of coloniality, under the shelter of such
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autonomy we find practices that are unacceptable to the Western and modern
discourse of human rights, including for example the conscious elimination of
defenseless lives. Undoubtedly, the light that shines on this practice—which
is hardly representative of the lives of indigenous villages—is part of a pow-
erful anti-relativist and anti-indigenous argument that seeks to disqualify and
demoralize indigenous peoples in order to keep them dependent on the white
world. So I received the call to collaborate in this struggle, helping to think of
ways to defend societies accused of practicing infanticide or of not considering
it a crime. On the basis of this call, as I will show, I came to see myself as com-
pelled to construct a discourse that would entail recourse neither to relativism
nor to understandings of culture and tradition that we habitually use to defend
indigenous reality and indigenous peoples in Latin America. Nor does this
argument depend on an appeal to the right to difference; instead, it points to
the right to autonomy, defined as a principle that does not perfectly coincide
with the right to difference, given that remaining different can never become a
compelling, permanently binding rule for all spheres of life.

In the same way, my commitment to the defense of indigenous women
against a violence that is increasing in both its frequency and the degree of its
cruelty, a violence that victimizes them both in the white world and within
their own homes, where it is wielded by men who are also indigenous, led
me to collaborate with the committee for indigenous women of the Funda¢io
Nacional do Indio (National Indian Foundation, or FUNAI) as this commit-
tee worked, beginning in 2006, to publicize the Maria da Penha Law against
Domestic Violence.? This led me to confront a similar dilemma: how was it
possible to seek recourse to state laws without ongoing dependency on a state
that is persistently colonizing and whose historical project cannot coincide with
the project of autonomy or the restoration of the communal fabric? It is con-
tradictory to affirm the right to autonomy and at the same time to argue that
the state produces laws that can defend those who are harmed within such
autonomous regions.

The first thing that I argue in this connection is that the state here gives with
one hand what it takes away with the other: it offers a law that defends women
against the violence to which they are exposed because it has already broken
the traditional institutions and the communal nexus that protected them. The
advent of modernity gives rise to efforts to develop and apply modern antidotes
to the very poison that modernity spreads. The modernizing function of the
republican state—which is the direct descendant of overseas administration
and is persistently colonizing and interventionist—weakens autonomies, in-
trudes into institutional life, rends the social fabric of communal life, generates
dependency, and thus offers with one hand the modernity of a critical, egali-
tarian discourse while with the other it has already introduced the precepts of
individualism and the instrumental modernity of a liberal and capitalist reason,
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together with the racism that subjects non-white men to the stress of emascu-
lation. I will return to these themes below.

An Embattled Anthropology: The Community against
the State and the Law

The polemical question of indigenous infanticide, placed in the spotlight in a
theater built in order to distract from indigenous aspirations for respect and auton-
omy, is paradigmatic of the dilemmas that the defense of the world of the village
entails. The analysis of the quandaries that I confront as I evaluate and seek to pro-
tect and promote the world of the village as it faces the world of citizens has made
it possible for me to speak of gender prior to the intrusion of colonial modernity.
This context persists in the margins and folds of colonial modernity, in opposition
to the world included in the ongoing expansion of nation-states, and thus the world
incorporated into the canon of colonial modernity and universal citizenship.

The limit case of indigenous infanticide teaches us that in an environment
dominated by the colonial episteme and hegemonized by the discourse of uni-
versal rights, there is no possibility left for defending autonomy in cultural
terms, that is, in relativist terms and in terms of the right to difference. It is
clearly impossible to organize a strategy for defending the restoration of au-
tonomy to societies that have been interfered with and kept nearly concentra-
tionary conditions for 500 years if the norms and practices of these societies
contradict the laws of states in a field as sensitive as that of children’s rights. It is
for this reason that such fields are always chosen to illustrate the moral superior-
ity and the rightness of the colonizer’s civilizing mission. In other words, when
we confront state domination and the construction of the universal discourse
of human rights by the United Nations, it becomes strategically untenable to
defend autonomy in terms of cultural relativism. To defend autonomy, it thus
becomes necessary to abandon relativist arguments and the notion of a right to
difference, substituting for these an argument that is sustained by what I have
suggested we should call historical pluralism. The collective subjects of this
plurality of histories are indigenous peoples with the deliberative autonomy to
produce their own historical processes, even when they are in contact, as they
have always been, with the processes of other peoples.

From this perspective, each people is seen not as different in its substantive,
stable, and persisting patrimony or its consolidated episteme, but instead as a
historical vector. Culture and cultural patrimony are in turn seen as decanted
from historical processes, the sediments of an accumulated historical experi-
ence that remains in motion. The cumulative character of this sediment can
be seen in what we take to be habits, customs, and understandings that seem
to be settled and repetitive and that the anthropological concept of culture
captures, stabilizes, and defines as an object of disciplinary observation. But
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every ethnographer who has returned to the field ten years later knows that
this appearance of stability is nothing more than a mirage, and that habits and
customs are nothing other than history in process.

In this way, we can see that customs can be changed and in fact are con-
stantly modified, because the persistence of a people does not depend on the
repetition of its practices or the immobility of its ideas. We can thus loosen
the ties that bind together identities without dispensing with these altogether;
we can instead refer to peoples as historical vectors, as the collective agents of’
historical projects who perceive themselves as coming from a shared past and
constructing a shared future through a shared story—not one without conflicts
of interest or antagonisms at the level of ethical sensibility or politics, but still a
shared history. This perspective leads us to replace the phrase “a culture” with

bl

“a people,” where the latter refers to a living subject of history, in the midst
of articulations and exchanges that constitute an inter-historicity rather than
an interculturality. What defines this collective subject, this people, is not a
stable cultural patrimony, with a set of fixed contents, but rather a sense that its
members share a history in common, that they come from a shared past and are
headed toward a shared future, even while they confront situations of internal
disagreement and conflict.

So, what is a people? A people is a project, an effort to be a history. When the
history that they weave—like a tapestry whose threads form figures that some-
times approach one another or converge and at other times distance themselves
from or oppose one another—is interrupted by the force of an intervention
from without, this collective subject will seek to take these threads up again,
to make small knots in the fabric, to stich the threads of memory back together
again, and to persist. In this case, we see what we could call a restoration of
history, a restitution of this people’s capacity to create its own historical path,
returning to the interrupted delineation of figures, weaving them into the pres-
ent and projecting them into the future.

In cases like these, what is the best role that the state can play? Despite the
persistently colonial character of its relations to the territory that it administers,
a good state, far from being one that imposes its own law, will be one that re-
stores jurisdictions and communal autonomies, ensuring the conditions for in-
ternal deliberation, restricted for reasons related to the state’s own intervention
and administration, as I will explain below in my discussion of gender more
specifically. The decolonial break that can be fought for within the matrix of
the state will be opened precisely through the restoration of autonomous juris-
dictions and guarantees of deliberation, which is nothing other than the resto-
ration of each people’s history and capacity to pursue its own historical project.

I set aside relativist arguments here, without sacrificing the methodological
procedure that allows us to understand the other’s point of view by relativ-
izing it. I set such arguments aside strategically and even despite the fact that
they have been instrumentalized by indigenous peoples themselves, though
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this has led to some perverse consequences that I will discuss below. The rel-
ativist argument should give way to a historical argument, an argument that
each people should have its own history. This is also an argument for what I
have called historical pluralism, which is nothing other than a non-culturalist
version of relativism, but one that avoids the fundamentalist tendency that in-
heres in every form of culturalism. Rather than a fixed cultural horizon, each
people weaves its history through debate and internal deliberation, digging in
the breaches created by the inconsistencies in its own cultural discourse, mak-
ing its own contradictions generative, and choosing between alternatives that
are already present and that are activated by the circulation of ideas coming
from the surrounding world, in interaction with and as existing within the
universe of the nation, defined as an alliance between peoples. (On the internal
discourse as a resource for the transformation of customs, see Anna’im 1995.)
In a limit case that threatens the village with the inevitability of supervision
and surveillance by agents of the state and religion, the only viable strategy was
to replace cultural relativism with an argument that could be fully defended
in terms of historical pluralism, which always entails exposure to influences by
and exchanges with other historicities.

For this reason, I want to be clear that these were dilemmas that arose in a
very complex context, one that called for the setting to work of an embattled
anthropology. These dilemmas led me to suggest the terms [ have defined here:
rather than cultures, peoples as the subjects of a history; rather than cultural
relativism, historical pluralism; and inter-historicity rather than intercultural-
ity. These terms allow us to think and act in ways that are more adequate to
a critical and liberatory project. It was not my aim to introduce innovations
or neologisms for their own sake; this was not what led me to introduce these
terms. Nor am I suggesting that the terms thus set aside should be eliminated
from our vocabularies; instead they should be used with caution so that they do
not encourage culturalism, with its tendency to lead to fundamentalism, which
neither disciplinary self-criticism nor activism have been able to dismantle.

The World of the State and the World of the Village

A question thus arises: After the long process of European colonization, the
establishment of the order of coloniality, and the subsequent consolidation of
the modern order by the republics many of them as cruel or crueler than the
overseas colonizers themselves, how could the state now suddenly retreat? Al-
though coloniality is a matrix that hierarchically orders the world in a stable
fashion, this matrix has its own history. There is, for instance, not only a his-
tory of the establishment of the coloniality of power, the colonial episteme,
and race as a classifying system, but also a history of race within this episteme.
There is also a history of relations of gender within patriarchy. Both race and
gender respond to the extension of the modernizing state’s tentacles, as this
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state intervenes with its institutions, on the one hand, and with the market, on
the other, disarticulating and tearing at the social fabric, bringing chaos and
introducing a profound disorder into all the structures that exist within these
territories, each with its own cosmos. One of the distortions that results from
this process is, as I will try to show, the aggravation and intensification of the
hierarchies that were part of these communities before the colonial intrusion.
Once this disorder is introduced, is it possible to seriously believe that the state
could suddenly withdraw?

The prior order—the order before the colonial intrusion—becomes a frag-
mentary fold in the social fabric that manages to preserve some features of the
world that preceded the colonial intervention in the world of the village. We do
not have words that are fully adequate to this world, which we should not call
pre-modern lest we suggest that it simply resides in a state before modernity,
moving toward modernity inevitably. Such worlds, such realities, continued to
change together with and alongside the world marked by colonial modernity.
But after they came into contact with the influence of the colonizing process, a
process that was first metropolitan and then republican, they were damaged in
a fundamental way: the hierarchies already contained within them—basically
hierarchies of caste, of status, and of gender defined as a type of status—were
exacerbated and rendered perverse and much more authoritarian.

Is there any way to dwell within the matrix of such a state in a decolonial
fashion, inducing it to help with the reconstitution of communities? Is it pos-
sible to turn the state into a restorative state, one that restores the autonomies
within itself and returns to indigenous peoples their own histories? Here I offer
this as a question first and foremost, and a question addressed to the situation
in which we live, which can be described as a way of living between worlds,
because the only things that really exist are intermediary situations, interfaces,
and transitions between the reality of the state and the world of the village,
between the colonial modern order and the prior or pre-intrusion order. These
situations involve various kinds of intersections between benign and malign
influences; they are worlds that combine the regressive and conservative, on the
one hand, and the progressive, on the other. They attest to modernity’s baleful
infiltration of communities and to its beneficial infiltration of communities.
They attest to the community’s baleful infiltration of modernity and also to its
beneficial infiltration of modernity.

I am referring to the fact that when the village is invaded by instrumen-
tal modernity, the precepts of the market, and some features of representative
democracy, which then coopt communal forms of leadership, the world-be-
tween-worlds that results is destructive. But when the modern discourse of
equality and historical reason circulates within the village, the world-between-
worlds that results is beneficial, because it tends toward the generalization of
happiness. On the other hand, when the village, with its order of status hi-
erarchies and its familialist solidarities, penetrates the modern public sphere,
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this sphere is damaged, since the process leads to the creation of corporate and
kinship networks that cut across public space. By contrast, when communal
solidarity influences and inflects the modern order, it improves this order by
making it more beneficial.

One function of the state might therefore be, as I noted above, that of re-
storing to indigenous peoples their internal autonomy and the weaving of their
own history, the history that was expropriated by the colonial process and the
order of colonial modernity. Such a state would at the same time promote the
circulation of the egalitarian discourse of modernity within the lives of com-
munities. In this way it would contribute to the healing of a social fabric torn
apart by coloniality, and to the re-establishment of collective forms of life, with
less authoritarian and perverse hierarchies and powers than those that resulted
from the hybrids formed between the communal and the colonial, then later
the republican, orders.

Let me note in passing that there are also world-between-worlds in the
blood, at the level of mestizaje, and these can likewise go both ways. There is
a world-between-worlds of mestizaje ideologically defined as whitening, as the
sequestering of non-white blood within “whiteness,” its cooptation by a process
of ongoing dilution that subsumes the traces of the black and the Indian within
a whitened, creole Latin America. And there is another world-between-worlds,
defined in the opposite sense, or what we could call a process of blackening: a
process in which white blood joins and contributes to non-white blood in the
reconstruction of the indigenous and Afro-descendant worlds, collaborating in
their demographic reconstitution. These two understandings of mestizaje are
distinctly ideological, since the biology in question is the same in both. Clearly,
though, they correspond to opposed historical projects. In the second of these,
mestizaje begins to be reformulated, redefined as the way in which people with
non-white blood negotiated centuries of hiding. It entered and sought refuge
within white blood before reemerging in the present, after a prolonged period
of concealment, with the reemergence of indigenous peoples that Latin Amer-
ica is currently witnessing. The mestizo thus comes to be perceived as carrying
the history of the Indian within (Segato 2010a).

Duality and Binarism: The “Egalitarian” Gender
Relations of Colonial Modernity and the Hierarchies
of the Pre-Intrusion World

Here I will discuss a specific form of infiltration: the infiltration of the gender
relations within the world of the village by the gender relations of the colonial
modern order. Julieta Paredes has identified something similar with her idea
of an intersection or “conjuncture of patriarchies” (2010). Here it is crucial
to understand that by comparing the colony’s and later the republican state’s
intrusion into other worlds to the order of colonial modernity and its canons
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of citizenship, we not only shed light on the world of the village, but also and
especially understand dimensions of republics and the regime of rights that
often remain opaque, dimensions that are hidden by the system of civic and
republican beliefs by which we are surrounded, that is, by the civic religion
of our world. I would also like to note that the analysis of what differentiates
one world’s understanding of gender from another’s clearly reveals the contrast
between their forms of life in general, that is, in all spheres and not only in the
realm of gender. This is because relations of gender, although they are treated as
“particular questions” in sociological and anthropological discourse, are ubiq-
uitous and even omnipresent in all social life.

I therefore seek to read the interface between two worlds, the pre-
intrusion world and the world of colonial modernity, from the point of view
of transformations in the gender system. That is, this is not merely a matter
of introducing gender as one more theme in decolonial critique, or as one
aspect of domination in the order of coloniality. It is instead a matter of
granting gender a real theoretical and epistemological status, of treating it as
a central category that can illuminate other aspects of the transformation that
was imposed on communities when they were captured by the new colonial
modern order.

In my view, this discussion contributes to a very recent debate. In order to
situate my intervention within this debate, I should first identify three strands
within feminist thought. First, Eurocentric feminism argues that the problem
of gender domination, or patriarchal domination, is universal. This feminism
does not make further distinctions and, in the name of unity, it instead points
to the possibility of bestowing the advances of modernity on non-white, indig-
enous, and black women and to colonized continents.

This feminism thus assigns European or Euro-centered women a position of
moral superiority, authorizing their interventions and their civilizing, colonial,
modernizing missions. This position is also inevitably ahistorical and even an-
ti-historical because it encloses history within the extremely slow, almost stag-
nant time of patriarchy, and it occludes the radical distortion introduced by the
entry of colonial-modern time into the history of gender relations. As I noted
above, although race and gender were installed through different epistemic
ruptures—in the era of coloniality in the case of race and the history of the
species in the case of gender—they remain historical, bringing earlier histories
with them into the epistemes that result.

A second feminist position, at the other extreme, is espoused by critics in-
cluding Maria Lugones and also Oyeronke Oyewumi, who argue that gender
did not exist in the pre-colonial world (Lugones 2007). In 2003, T published a
critical analysis (published in English in 2008) of Oyeronke’s 1997 book, which
I read in light of one of my own texts from 1986 that showed the same per-
plexity in its response to gender in the context of Yoruba civilization but that
reached different conclusions (see Segato 1986 and 2005).
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A third position, which I espouse here, is supported by a great deal of his-
torical and ethnographic evidence that indisputably points to the existence of
gendered terms in tribal Amerindian, African, and New Guinean societies.
This third position identifies a form of patriarchal organization in indigenous
and Afro-American societies, different from the Western gender system, that
could be described as a low-intensity patriarchy. At the same time, those who
argue for this position maintain that the prevailing, Eurocentric feminist posi-
tion is neither efficacious nor accurate. This third position’s adherents include
the feminist thinkers associated with the struggle in Chiapas, a paradigmatic
context for the resolution of tensions resulting from women’s dual participa-
tion in indigenous struggles and women’s struggles for better living conditions.
Indigenous women frequently denounce the blackmail that they face from in-
digenous authorities, who pressure them to defer their own demands as women
because of the risk that such demands for resources and rights will lead to the
fragmentation of their communities (Gutiérrez and Palomo 1999; Cal y Mayor
2002; Hernandez Castillo 2003; and Hernandez and Sierra 2005).

Women, both indigenous and African American (see, for example, Williams
and Pierce 1996), who have acted and reflected in the context of struggles find
themselves divided between, on the one hand, loyalty to their communities and
peoples in their confrontations with external forces, and, on the other, a com-
mitment to the internal struggle against the forms of oppression from which they
suffer within these same communities and as members of these same peoples.
These women have frequently denounced the blackmail exercised by indigenous
authorities, who pressure them by claiming that the demands that they make as
women risk fragmenting their communities, threatening their cohesion, render-
ing them more vulnerable in their struggles for resources and rights. The femi-
nist scholars whom I have just cited have answered these charges.

Meanwhile, documentary, historical, and ethnographic evidence from the
tribal world attests to the existence of structures of difference that are recog-
nizable, similar to what we call relations of gender in modernity, with clear
hierarchies of prestige that separate masculinity and femininity, embodied re-
spectively by figures who can be understood as men and women. Despite the
recognizable nature of the positions that it assigns, this world also contains
more frequent openings that allow for the passage out of and movement be-
tween positions, whereas such passages and movements are prohibited in the
modern Western world. As is known, indigenous peoples including the Warao
in Venezuela, the Cuna in Panama, the Trio in Surinam, the Javaés in Brazil,
and the Incans in the pre-Columbian world, among other peoples including
a number of Native American peoples in the United States and First Nations
in Canada, as well as all Afro-descendant religious groups, include languages
and allow for practices that transgress stabilized categories of gender. These
include marriage between persons who in the West would be understood to
be of the same sex, and forms of gender transitivity that would be blocked by
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the Western gender system and absolutely ruled out by colonial modernity.
(For a list of transgender identities in historical and contemporary societies, see
Campuzano 2009a: 76.) Two classical ethnographic accounts of this aspect of
indigenous societies in Latin America are Pierre Clastres’s article “The Bow
and the Basket” (1969), on gender among the Aché Indians of Paraguay, and
Peter Riviere’s monograph Marriage Among the Trio (1969). Both of these texts
significantly precede the decolonial literature.

In the pre-intrusion world, we can also recognize the features of an under-
standing of masculinity that has been with humanity throughout the history of
the species; what I call “the patriarchal prehistory of humanity” is characterized
by a very slow temporality, that is a longue durée that is so long as to be con-
fused with evolutionary time (Segato 2003b). This form of masculinity is built
by a subject who is compelled to acquire it as a status, undergoing trials and
confronting death in the process—as in the Hegelian allegory of lordship and
bondage. Throughout his life, this subject bears the weight of an imperative
to comport himself—time and again, and in the eyes of his peers—in a way
that proves and repeatedly confirms his capacities for resistance, aggressivity,
domination, and the accumulation of what I have called forms of “feminine
tribute” (ibid.). In this way, he displays the set of powers—military, political,
sexual, intellectual, economic, and moral—that allows him to be recognized
and addressed as a masculine subject.

This indicates, on the one hand, that gender exists in such worlds, albeit
in a different form from the one found in modernity. On the other hand,
it indicates that when this colonial modernity comes into contact with the
understanding of gender found in indigenous villages, it dangerously mod-
ifies that understanding. It intervenes in the villages’ structure of relations,
capturing and reorganizing these relations from within, maintaining the ap-
pearance of continuity while in fact transforming their meanings as it intro-
duces an order governed by different norms. It is for this reason that I refer
to forms of “resemblance” or verisimilitude: the terms referring to gender
remain the same, but they are reinterpreted in light of the new modern order.
This convergence is truly fatal, because a language that was hierarchical, when
it comes into contact with the egalitarian discourse of modernity, becomes
super-hierarchical for the reasons that I will examine in what follows. These
include a hyperinflation of masculinity in the communal context, where men
act as intermediaries who bring the world of the village into contact with
the outside world, that is, with the world of white administration; the emas-
culation of men in the extra-communal context, where they confront white
administrators; the hyper-inflation and universalization of the public sphere,
already ancestrally inhabited by men; the collapse and privatization of the
domestic sphere; the becoming-binary of dualities, resulting in the universal-
ization of the binary terms that oppose the realm understood as private to the
realm understood as public.
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The village was always organized by status, divided into spaces that were
clearly distinguished and governed by rules of their own, with different forms
of prestige and hierarchical order; it was always inhabited by people assigned
roles that could be understood very generally to correspond to those of men
and women in modernity. These were also people marked by gender as by
a sort of destiny related to the distribution of spaces, labor, and rituals. But
despite being egalitarian, the discourse of colonial modernity—as many
feminists have noted—hides an abyssal gap resulting from what we can here
tentatively call the progressive totalization of the public sphere or the totali-
tarianism of the public sphere. It is even possible to argue that it is the public
sphere that continues and entrenches the colonizing process today. We can
shed light on this idea by referring to Carole Paterman’s notion of the “sexual
contract,” and showing that the sexual contract is exposed in the world of
the village, whereas in colonial modernity it is disguised by the language of
contractual citizenship.

Let me illustrate this claim with an example of what happened when we
traveled with the women’s committee of the FUNATI to villages to speak to in-
digenous women about the problem of increasing violence against them. News
of this problem had reached Brasilia. What happened—in general, but espe-
cially in areas where the forms of life considered “traditional” were supposedly
better preserved and where there was more awareness of the value of autonomy
in relation to the state, as is the case for the residents of Parque Xingt in the
state of Mato Grosso—was that chiefs and men would be present and intervene
in the meetings, arguing that the state should have nothing to do with or to say
to their women. They supported this argument by making the plausible claim
that their world “was always this way™: “the control that we exercise over our
women is the control that we have always had over them.” And they supported
this claim in turn with a culturalist and thus fundamentalist argument of the
kind that I referred to above. According to such an argument, culture has no
history. Arlette Gautier calls this historical myopia “the invention of customary
law” (Gautier 2005: 697).

My response to such claims, which was complex to be sure, took the fol-
lowing form: “in part yes, and in part no.” Because if there had always been a
hierarchy in the world of the village, a difference in prestige between men and
women, there was also another kind of difference, one that was now threatened
by the interference of a colonizing republican public sphere. Circulating a dis-
course of equality, such a public sphere also relegates difference to a marginal
and problematic position; it creates the problem of the “other,” expels the other
thus defined as a “problem.” This shift introduced by the village’s annexation,
first under the aegis of the overseas colonial administration and later by the
management of the state, which is still colonial, leads to the formation of a first
symptom: the cooptation of men, the members of the class ancestrally assigned
tasks and roles in public space before the colonial intrusion.
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To engage in deliberation on communal village lands, to leave on hunting
expeditions and come into contact with the residents of other villages, whether
neighboring or distant, whether members of the same people or of other peo-
ples, to converse with or wage war against these people: all of these were an-
cestrally male tasks. And for this reason, from the perspective of the village, the
agents of successive colonial administrations were added to this list: the list of
those with whom one conversed or engaged in debate or negotiated or signed
agreements, or those against whom one waged war, or, recently, those from
whom one obtained resources and rights (understood as resources) that could
be claimed in an age of identity politics. The ancestral position of masculinity
was thus gradually transformed by this relational role that men came to play,
by their contact with the powerful agents who produced and reproduced co-
loniality. The colonizers fought wars against men and negotiated with men,
and the colonial modern state did the same. For Gautier, this choice of men as
privileged interlocutors was deliberate and functional for the project of colo-
nization and its efficiency as an instrument of control: “Colonization entailed
a radical loss of political power for women, where they had it, whereas the
colonizers negotiated with or invented certain masculine structures in order to
secure allies” (2005: 718). They also promoted the “domestication” of women,
their relegation and subjection, in an effort to facilitate the colonial enterprise
(ibid.: 690 fI; see also Assis Climaco 2009).

The masculine position was thus shifted and promoted, made into a new
position distanced from the feminine. These processes were hidden from view
by the old terms, even while the masculine position was strengthened by men’s
privileged access to resources and knowledge of the world of power. This posi-
tion was thus repositioned, while a rupture in and reconstitution of the old or-
der took place; the old names, signs, and rituals were kept, but filled with new
contents. Men return to villages secure in their sense of being what they have
always been, while hiding what now operates differently. Here we could refer
to the famous and evergreen metaphor of body snatching, as in the classic Holly-
wood film The Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), where body snatching is also
“the perfect crime” in Baudrillard’s sense, because it is successfully hidden be-
hind a false analogy or form of verisimilitude: the appearance of resemblance.

Here we confront a cast of characters in another drama, or one captured by
another grammar. Women and the village itself become objects under the mas-
culine gaze, a gaze now infected with the diseases of distance and exteriority,
diseases proper to the exercise of power in the world of coloniality, transmitted
through contact and mimesis. Men’s position now becomes at once interior
and exterior; it is endowed with the exteriority and objectifying capacity of
the colonial gaze, at once administering and pornographic. Very schematically,
because I cannot elaborate at length here, I want to note that sexuality is also
transformed by the introduction of a previously unknown form of morality,
which reduces women’s bodies to the status of objects and at the same time
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introduces the notions of sin, heinous crimes, and all their corollaries. We
should attribute to colonial modern exteriority—the exteriority of scientific
rationality, the exteriority of administration, and the exteriority that seeks to
eliminate the other and difference, all identified by Anibal Quijano and Walter
Mignolo in their work—the pornographic character that I attribute to the col-
onizing gaze (Quijano 1992; Mignolo 2003 [2000]: 290291 and 424).

I should note, however, that together with this hyperinflation of the mas-
culine position within the village, an emasculation of these same men occurs
in their confrontations with the white world, which subjects them to stress and
reminds them of the relativity of their masculinity by also subjecting them to
the sovereign dominion of the colonizer. This process generates violence, be-
cause it oppresses here even while it empowers men in the village, compelling
them to reproduce and repeatedly exhibit the capacity for control that inheres
in the masculine subject position in the only place that they can do so, in an
effort to restore the virility damaged in their confrontations with the external
world. This is true of the whole universe of racialized masculinity, expelled
from whiteness and relegated to the condition of non-whiteness by the order
of coloniality.

The claim that patriarchy did not exist in pre-colonial societies thus cannot
be sustained, since pre-colonial men were already divided in their loyalties.
They were loyal at once to the patriarchal code, which obliged them to bow
down before the winner and abide by his rules, and to their peoples, their fam-
ilies, communities, and cultures. In this sense, we can argue that the presence of
a patriarchal pre-colonial rule made men vulnerable to colonial intrusion and
opened the door to colonization. As the anthropologist Ruth Landes argued
in a text that has long since been forgotten, in wars of conquest, men are the
losers (1953).

Another feature of the process by which pre-colonial gender is captured by
modern gender involves the sequestering of all politics—that is, all forms of
deliberation on the common good—within the republican public sphere. This
also leads to the privatization of the domestic sphere, to the othering, mar-
ginalization, and expropriation of all political tasks that previously took place
there. Bonds between women, which led to reciprocity and solidary collabo-
ration both in the performance of rituals and the completion of productive and
reproductive tasks, are now undone as domesticity is enclosed in and redefined
as “private life.” For domestic spaces and those who inhabit them, this means
nothing more and nothing less than the disintegration of their value and po-
litical power, that is, their capacity to take part in the decisions that affect the
whole collectivity.

The consequences of this breaking of the bonds between women—and of
the political alliances that such bonds permit and promote—are literally fatal,
because this process makes women ever more vulnerable to masculine violence,
which is in turn worsened by the stress caused by the pressures placed on men
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by the external world. The compulsory confinement of domestic space and
its inhabitants, women as safeguards of the private, has terrible consequences,
sustaining the violence that targets women. It is crucial to understand that these
consequences are fully modern and the products of modernity, and to recall
that the process of modernization that is still persistently expanding is also a
process of permanent colonization.

Thus just as genocide is, in its rationality and systematicity, a product of
modern times, femicide, defined as the almost machine-like practice of exter-
minating women, is a modern invention. This is the barbarism of colonial mo-
dernity that I mentioned earlier. Impunity, as I have tried to show elsewhere,
is related to the privatization of domestic space, as a residual space that is not
included within the sphere of broader questions thought to be of general public
interest (Segato 2010b). With the emergence of the modern grid of categories
used by the state, politics, the discourse of rights, and science, both the domes-
tic sphere and woman, who inhabits it, become mere remnants, marginal to the
affairs considered universally relevant and the perspectives considered neutral.

For many peoples in the Amazon and Gran Chaco regions, there are precise
rules governing feminine participation and speech in the public spaces of the
village, where the prerogative of deliberation is reserved for men. But, as is
well known, these men suspend tribal assemblies and deliberations at sunset,
often in a highly ritual fashion, without arriving at any conclusions, in order to
engage in nighttime consultations within their domestic spaces. The deliber-
ations only resume the next day with support from the world of women, who
only speak at home. If this kind of consultation does not take place, the penal-
ties for men are severe. All of this is customary and takes place within a world
that is clearly compartmentalized. Here, although there is a public space and a
domestic space, politics, defined as a set of deliberations that lead to decisions
that affect collective life, cuts across both spaces. In the Andean world, the au-
thority of the mallkus is always dual; although their internal organization may
be hierarchical, they include a masculine leader and a feminine leader, and all
communal deliberations are attended by women, who sit beside their husbands
or in groups outside the enclosures in which deliberations take place; from here
they send signals of their approval or disapproval during the course of the un-
folding debate. If this is the case, then in such worlds there is no monopoly on
public space and its activities of the kind that we find in the colonial modern
world. On the contrary, domestic space is endowed with politicality, in that the
consultations that take place there are obligatory and because it marks the place
where women come together as a collective to form a feminine front.

Gender, governed in this way, constitutes a hierarchical duality, in the sense
that both of the terms that make it up, masculine and feminine, are ontolog-
ically and politically complete, despite the fact that they are unequal. In the
world of modernity, there is no duality but instead binarism. Whereas dualities
involve relations of complementarity, binary relations are supplementary: one
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term supplements, rather than complements, the other. When one of these
terms becomes the “universal,” that is, the representative of the general, what
was hierarchical becomes abyssal, and the second term becomes a remainder.
This is a binary structure, different from the dual.

In the colonial modern order, which is a binary one, any element must be
made equivalent—that is, made measurable by the grid of reference or universal
equivalent—in order to attain ontological fullness or completeness, the fullness
or completeness of being. This has the effect of making any manifestation of
otherness into a problem that can only cease to be a problem when it is filtered
through the equalizing grid that neutralizes particularities and idiosyncrasies.
The Indian other, the non-white other, or the woman cannot fully adapt to
the neutral, aseptic environment of the universal equivalent—that is, what can
be generalized and endowed with universal value and interest—unless they
are cleansed of their difference or exhibit a form of difference that has been
made commensurable with the terms of an identity that is recognizable within
the global order. In the modern world, only subjects (individual or collective)
and questions that can somehow be processed, translated, and reformulated in
the universal terms and transported into the “neutral” space of the republican
subject—the place where the universal citizen-subject speaks—are endowed
with political capacities. Everything that is left over in or left out of this pro-
cess, everything that cannot be converted into or made commensurate with the
grid, is a remainder.

Nevertheless, as others have already shown, there is a subject native to this
space, this modern agora; he is the one and only subject capable of traversing
it neutrally for this reason. This subject created the rules of citizenship in his
own image and likeness, giving rise to it from a place of exteriority and shaping
it in a process that was first military and then ideological. He has the follow-
ing characteristics: he is male, white, and a paterfamilias—and therefore at
least functionally heterosexual—as well as propertied and literate. Anyone who
would exercise his capacity for citizenship must find a way to conform to this
profile, through politicization defined as the rendering public of identity, since
the public is the only realm that is politically potent in modernity. (On these
dynamics, see Warner 1990; West 2000 (1988); Young 2000; Cornell 1998
(1998); Benhabib 2006 (1992).)

Dualism—as in the case of gender dualism in the indigenous world—is one
variant of the multiple; or rather, in this context the two condenses and epito-
mizes a multiplicity. Binarism, which is proper to colonial modernity, results
from an episteme that eliminates, that produces exteriority; it belongs to the
world of the One. The one and the two within indigenous dualities are some
of the many possibilities of the multiple; here the one and the two, although
they can function complementarily, are ontologically complete and endowed
with politicality despite being unequal in their value and prestige. The second
term in this hierarchical duality is not a problem in need of conversion or
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correction or processing through the grid of equivalence; nor is it the remain-
der of the transposition of the One. Instead it is fully other, a complete and
irreducible other.

In order to understand this, we must also understand that the domestic space
is, in this context, whole and complete, with its own politics, its own asso-
ciations. These are hierarchically inferior to associations in public space, to
be sure, but they can defend themselves and have the capacity to transform
themselves. We could say that gender relations in this world take the form of a
low-intensity patriarchy, unlike the patriarchal relations imposed by colonialism
and consolidated in colonial modernity. Without entering into the details here,
I will underscore the well-known failures of the gender equality initiatives of
prestigious programs for international cooperation; these failures result pre-
cisely from the fact that the programs bring a universalist gaze to bear, and they
proceed from a Eurocentric definition of “gender” and gender relations. In
other words, the fragility of such initiatives that seek to promote cooperation
results from their lack of awareness of the categories proper to the contexts
for which they are formulated. In rural communities and indigenous villages,
society is dual, and this duality organizes spaces, tasks, and the distribution
of rights and responsibilities. This duality defines gendered communities or
collectivities. This means that the general social fabric is divided into parts,
the community into groups with their own norms and ways of living together
and forms of association, both for productive and reproductive tasks and for
ceremonial purposes.

In general, the projects and initiatives that involve the technical coopera-
tion of European countries point to the difficulty of perceiving the specificity
of gender in the communal contexts in which they are realized. As a result,
projects and initiatives that relate to gender and that seek to promote gender
equality are addressed and applied to persons, that is, to individual women,
or to the relations between individual women and individual men. The result
sought is the direct and immediate promotion of gender equality, defined as
equality between persons rather than between spheres. Designed so that they
focus on individuals, such initiatives that seek to promote gender equity do
not proceed from an understanding of context-responsive action, which in the
communal context would require the promotion of the domestic sphere and
the collective of women as a whole as they confront the hierarchy of prestige
and the power of public space and the collective of men. In fact, these projects
should aim to promote equality between the collectives of men and the collec-
tives of women within communities. Only this form of equality could lead later
to the emergence of prominent women who would not distance themselves
from their communities of origin, that is, who would persistently return to and
act within the group.

The other mistake made by programs that seek to foster international coop-
eration as well as by public policies and NGOs follows from their understanding
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of transversality and the strategy that derives from the effort to practice a trans-
versal politics in order to redress the hierarchical nature of gender relations.
The other mistake that I have just identified resulted from the Eurocentric
tendency to see gender relations in the world of the village as relations be-
tween individual women and men, and the inability to understand that these
relations are a matter of hierarchies between gendered groups, that is, a matter
of inequality between the spheres into which the community is divided. The
mistaken understanding of transversality is based on the assumption that there
are dimensions of communal life that are of universal interest—the economy,
social organization, political life, and so on—and others that are of particular or
partial interest—domestic life, or what happens between women, or women’s
affairs. The effort to create a transversal gender politics is thus based on the
erroneous notion, examined above, that in the village the public is a space for
universal values, that is, that the public in this context is equivalent to the pub-
lic sphere as it is defined in the colonial modern order, and that the domestic is
a particular, private, and intimate realm. This notion establishes a hierarchy be-
tween the two realms. As a result, what is “transversalized” is what is thought
to be of only partial or particular interest, and what is seen as appended onto
the affairs thought to be central and of universal interest. This is, like the other
mistake that I have just discussed, a Eurocentric projection of the structure of
modern institutions onto the institutions of the world of the village. To seek
to “transversalize” particular or partial interests, including gendered interests,
by introducing them into supposedly universal problems: this effort becomes a
problem as soon as it comes into contact with the reality of worlds that do not
conform to the social organization of the modern West, worlds that are not
organized by Eurocentric and colonial binarisms. In the world of the village,
although it is endowed with more prestige, the political sphere is not universal
but rather, like the domestic sphere, a space of partiality. Both spaces are, again,
understood to be ontologically complete.

In addition to identifying the individualism inherent in the state perspective
and in both state-led and international programs, I would like to note that the
modern world is the world of the One, where all forms of otherness that devi-
ate from the universal order represented by this One are seen as problems. The
discipline of anthropology itself offers proof of this, since it is born under the
cover of the modern conviction that others must be explained, their languages
translated, made commensurate, processed by the rational operations that as-
sign them places on the universal grid. Anything that cannot be placed on this
grid is left over and left out; is not endowed with the weight of reality or with
ontological fullness. It is discounted as incomplete and irrelevant. Derridean
deconstruction, which destabilizes binary pairs, cannot accommodate or give
an account of duality.

With the transformation of the dualism, defined as a variant of the multiple,
into the binarism made up of the universal, canonical, “neutral” One and its
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other—the remainder, residue, surplus, anomaly, or margin—exits and pas-
sages are closed off. Possibilities for circulation among positions are foreclosed
as well as all positions are colonized by the logic of the binary. Gender is cast, as
in the West, within the heterosexual matrix, and rights become necessary
as protections against homophobia. So, too, do policies for the promotion
of equality and sexual freedom, like same-sex marriage, prohibited in colo-
nial modernity but accepted by a wide range of indigenous peoples in Latin
America. (I described this difference between worlds in an article published in
1986 on the communities in Recife practicing the Afro-Brazilian religion of
Nagd Yoruba [Segato 1986].) Giuseppe Campuzano has studied the pressures
that the colonizer brought to bear on the diverse forms of sexuality encoun-
tered in the Inca empire, as attested in chronicles and other documents from
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Campuzano 2006, 2009a, and 2009b,
among others). These sources also attest to the constant pressure exerted by the
norms and punitive threats that sought to capture indigenous practices within
the conquistador’s heterosexual binary, which led to the imposition of notions
of sin that were foreign to the world that he encountered. It also caused the
pornographic gaze to spread.

This allows us to conclude that many of the forms of moral harm that are
today thought to be matters of “custom” or “tradition”—those that the tools
of human rights seek to combat—are in fact modern harms, customs, and tra-
ditions. That is, they are native to the order that was established by colonial
modernity. For example, the supposed “custom” of homophobia is, like other
supposed customs, modern. Here again, then, we are dealing with a legal anti-
dote produced by modernity to counter the harms that this modernity itself has
introduced and that it continues to propagate.

The hardening of identity positions is also one of the features of the racial-
ization established by the modern colonial process, which places subjects in
fixed positions within binary orders—in this case, the white/non-white binary.
(On the co-emergence of the colony, modernity, and capitalism together with
the categories of “Europe,” “America,” “race,” the “Indian,” the “white,” and
the “black,” see Quijano 1991, 2000; and Quijano and Wallerstein 1992.)

Another unfortunate part of this process is the rearrangement of the cosmos
and the earth so that all beings, both animate and inanimate, can be made to
fit within the binary relation between subject and object proper to Western
science. In this new situation—new and ongoing for many peoples still exposed
to a persistent and daily process of conquest and colonization—the struggle for
rights and inclusive public policies that promote equity are proper to the mod-
ern world. This does not mean that we should oppose them; instead it means
that we should understand the paradigm to which they belong and especially
that living in a decolonial way means seeking to open breaches within a terri-
tory that has been totally colonized by a binary system, which is possibly the
most efficient tool that power wields.
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For this reason, I said to the Indigenous women with whom I was in con-
versation during the workshops on the Maria da Penha Law against Domestic
Violence organized by FUNAT’s Working Group on Gender and Generation:
the state gives you with one hand what it has already taken away with the
other. When the world of binary structures, the world of the One and the rest,
comes into contact with the world of the multiple, it captures the latter world
and modifies it from within, in ways that are in keeping with the coloniality
of power. This then allows the world of the One to exercise a more powerful
influence over the world of the multiple, or rather, to colonize it.

In this new, dominant order, public space in turn captures and monopolizes
all deliberations and decisions that pertain to the general common good, and
domestic space as such is totally depoliticized. This happens both because of the
loss of ancestral forms of participation in public space and because the nuclear
family is now cloistered within the space of privacy. New, imperative forms of
conjugality come to regulate the family, ruling out the more extensive bonds
that used to course through domestic space (Abu-Lughod 2002; Maia 2010).
This weakens the communal gaze that used to monitor and judge behaviors.
The depoliticization of domestic space then makes it vulnerable and fragile, and
innumerable accounts attest to the new degrees and cruel forms of victimiza-
tion that emerge when the protection of the communal gaze is withdrawn from
the world of the family. In this way, the authority, value, and prestige of women
and their sphere all collapse.

This critique of the fall of the domestic sphere and the world of women—of
their fall, that is, from a position of ontological plenitude to the status of the
surplus or remainder of the real—has important gnoseological consequences.
These include a recognition of the difficulty that we face when we understand
the omnipresence of gender in social life but still cannot think of all reality on
the basis of gender, or grant gender theoretical and epistemological centrality,
or treat it as a category capable of shedding light on all areas of life. By con-
trast, in the pre-intrusion world, constant references to duality in all symbolic
fields suggest that this problem—the gnoseological devaluation of the gender
system—does not exist there.

It is crucially important to note here that

in this context of change, the old names for things are preserved, and a
mirage arises, producing the false sense of continuity, making it seem
like the old order, with its system of names, formalities, and rituals, has
persisted. But it is now governed by another structure.

(I take these words from my book La Nacién vy sus otros [Segato 2007])

This transition is subtle, and the lack of clarity about the changes that have
occurred causes women to acquiesce without knowing how to respond to the
repeated claim made by men, “we were always like this,” or to their claim to
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be preserving a custom that they suppose or argue is traditional, a hierarchy
of value and prestige that is proper to the community. Hence the blackmail
that women permanently face, or with which they are persistently threatened:
to touch or alter this order, this identity, and this culture—where identity is
political capital and culture is symbolic capital and a point of reference for
peoples in their struggles to persist—would be to do damage to and thus to
debilitate indigenous demands for lands, resources, and rights understood as
resources.

But what has happened, as I have been saying, is that that hierarchical status
and the power of those who previously had power—elders, chiefs, and men in
general—are enhanced within the space of the village as a result of modern
colonization. As I argued above, although it is possible to argue that there
was always hierarchy and there were always gender relations that functioned as
unequal relations of power and prestige, the colonial intervention of the state
and the entry into the order of colonial modernity exacerbate these hierarchies
and magnity these oppressive distances. A transformation takes place under the
cover of apparent continuity. And one must bring considerable skill to bear in
the analysis of rhetoric to understand that the effect of historical depth is an
optical illusion that serves to shore up new forms of male authority and other
hierarchies in the village. Here we confront the perverse culturalism of the
kind I referred to at the beginning of this chapter as the cultural and political
fundamentalism of our age, beginning with the fall of the Berlin wall and the
obsolescence of old Marxist debates, when newly politicized identities provided
a new language for conflicts (Segato 2007).

To sum up, then, and to recapitulate: gestures that purport to allow for the
universalization of citizenship are read as replacing a hierarchical order gov-
erning the relations between men and women with an egalitarian set of gender
relations. But this reading overlooks the fact that what such gestures really do
is remedy the harms that modernity has itself introduced, with solutions that
are also modern. Again, the state gives with one hand what it has already taken
away with the other. Unlike the modern activist slogan that promotes the “different but
equal,” the indigenous world is guided by another formula, one that it is difficult for us
to understand: “unequal but distinct.” In other words, this world really is multiple,
because the other, who is different or distinct, and who may be inferior, does
not represent a problem to be resolved. The rule of compulsory commensura-
bility disappears.

It is here that the world-between-worlds of critical modernity enters the
picture, complicating and enriching ethnic hierarchies with its discourse of
equality, and generating what some have begun to call ethnic or communi-
tarian citizenship. This form of citizenship will only be adequate if it begins
with internal autonomy and jurisdiction, that is, with debate and deliberation
among the members of a community, weaving the threads of their own his-
tory. Here I conclude by referring to the extraordinary film Mooladé (2004), by
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the recently deceased Senegalese director Ousmane Sembeéne: a film about the
struggle fought by a group of women in a village in Burkina Faso to eradicate
the practice of infibulation. This struggle begins from within, as internal to,
the community, a community shot through, as it has always been, with ele-
ments of the world that surrounds it.

Notes

1 Translator’s Note: For another translation of this chapter that also includes extensive
and informative translator’s notes, see Rita Laura Segato, “Gender and Coloniality:
From Low-Intensity Communal Patriarchy to High-Intensity Colonial Modern
Patriarchy,” translated by Pedro Monque, in Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist Philosophy
(forthcoming). Monque’s translation is scrupulously faithful to the tone and word
order of the original, whereas my translation takes a bit more distance from the
syntax of the Spanish at times, for the sake of clarity and flow. I am grateful to have
benefitted from a conversation with Monque about many of the questions addressed
in this chapter and this book as a whole.

2 Translator’s Note: The Maria da Penha Law introduced several measures meant to
counter domestic violence in Brazil. These ranged from longer prison terms for
perpetrators to the establishment of designated courts as well as other institutions,
such as women’s shelters, that sought to offer protection to survivors. For more de-
tailed descriptions of the law and its effects, see Spieler (2011) and Pasinato (2016).
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6

THE DEEP RIVERS OF THE
LATIN AMERICAN RACE

A Rereading of Mestizaje'

“In the end, when I understood, I chose my mother,” Gerénimo (Grillo)
Alvarez Prado told me, in Tilcara, Argentina.

Since the fall of “actually existing socialism” and the start of what some call,
not without irony, “actually existing democracy,” politics in Latin American
countries have increasingly centered on struggles over resources and rights—or
more accurately, struggles over the right to resources—related to identity. This
fundamental change has marked politics from the fall of the Berlin Wall to the
present. The struggles “against the system” of the 1960s and 1970s became, in
the 1980s, much less glorious struggles for “inclusion in the system” and de-
mands for the broadening of possibilities for survival within this same system.

In this new context, critical debates pit two positions against one another.
The first of these argues that the promise of inclusion constitutes and repro-
duces a form of false consciousness, since the laws that govern the market—
cost-benefit calculations, the value of productivity, competitiveness, and the
tendency to accumulate and concentrate wealth—only and inescapably gen-
erate more and more exclusions, increasingly and uncontainably. The second
position is one dear to human rights activists; it sees in struggles for inclusion
an expansion of the field of democratic possibilities, and it sees rights as tools
for imposing limits on and importantly restricting economic power while also
opening paths toward the acquisition of political power. From this political
perspective, it is no longer a matter of deciding between reform and revolution;
it is instead a matter of both reform and revolution. That is, reform is seen as
the path toward change.
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These two positions can be found, for instance, in the great national debate
in Brazil on quotas for black students in universities. In 1999, I was one of the
co-authors of the first proposal for a policy that would implement such quotas.
The subsequent debate was distilled in two sets of manifestos, each set contain-
ing one manifesto for and the other against quotas. The first pair of manifestos,
for and against, was submitted by the signatories’ representatives to Brazil’s
National Congress in 2006; the second to the Federal Supreme Court in 2008.

In the manifestos opposing the policy, we can identify two positions, one
of them conservative and the other belonging to the critical field that I have
already described. The first of these positions is unambiguously reactionary
and clearly shows the shameless devotion of white and whitened elites in Brazil
to the project of blocking the entry of those socially excluded into universi-
ties, which are the corridors leading to positions of control over national life.
In other words, this elite seeks to maintain its monopoly over the university,
knowing full well that the university is the passage that leads to access to pres-
tigious professions and to the contexts in which decisions about the nation’s
destiny are made.

In Brazil, anthropology has been the field tasked with formulating the basis
of the nation’s ideology. Even during its pre-disciplinary phase, anthropology
was an armed branch of the elite and was tasked with producing a hegemonic
and unitary representation of the Brazilian nation.? Thus it is not surprising that
anthropologists were forceful representatives of the position opposing quotas,
a position that centered on a critique and set of reflections that emphasized the
ambiguous status of race and the difficulty of interpreting it in a country like
Brazil. From this perspective, race is “created ”—instituted—if it is mentioned
in legislation. If it is not mentioned in legislation, then it falls short of forceful
reality. To create race by legislating it, by this account, is counterproductive,
because it divides the nation and weakens its unity.

By contrast, the second position opposed to quotas, which can be defined as
critical and not conservative, is one that I anticipated in a text first published
in January 1998, long before the debate on quotas began. In this text, I wrote,
and I quote, that “race is not a salient or relevant characteristic for union lead-
ers or the leaders of the landless workers’ movement.” I also wrote that “the
introduction of a sort of racial segmentation within these popular fronts would
not only be spurious, but also potentially disastrous in its consequences”; here
I was alluding to the potential for racial division to weaken the solidarity that
is so important to insurgent causes (Segato 1998). It is precisely an argument of
this kind, an argument against the racialization not of the nation but of popular
struggles, that was made in the context of the debate on quotas by some figures
on the Brazilian left, dispersed in various sectors, political parties, and groups,
including the Movimento Negro Socialista (Black Socialist Movement). This
group was formed just before the first manifesto opposing quotas was submitted
to Brazil’s National Congress, and its participation in the movement against
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quotas could thus be harshly called into question. By way of conclusion, I will
return to this argument, which is at once critical of capitalism and opposed to
race-based affirmative action.

After this brief introduction to the key issues in the debate on inclusion, my
main aim in this chapter is to examine the understandings of identity on which
the new forms of politics are centered, revealing the difficulties that emerge
when we confront the need to speak of identity either in racial or in ethnic
terms in Latin America. But despite this difficulty, we need to speak of race.

Race: The Blind Spot in the Latin American
Discourse of Otherness

Noting the persistently authoritarian character of the Brazilian state, Tiago
Eli de Lima Passos offers a detailed and grounded analysis of the practices of
so-called “public safety” and a critique the distorted historiographic account
of the state’s authoritarianism. He points to the fallacy of seeing only dictato-
rial governments—essentially the dictatorship of Getalio Vargas and the one
begun in 1964—as autho