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t is busy in the extended households
of Gracicla Velasquez Chuj, a Mayans

Ihcaler. All the women have beess
summoned ro preparc the food for &
three-day asscmnbly. Around sunser some

40 indigenous women, mostly acts
ists, arrive from all over Cuatemala #8
the adobe house located in the village g

? :
Chotacaj in Totonicapan, a municipalith
in the western highlands. Afier a quics
presentarion round and some food, thes

go to bed. Tomorrow they need o mse

early.

At the crack of dawn the day sta

Indigenous feminists in Guatemala encourage women to speak withi d ceremunjaliive in whicl Sty
AL 5 3 dance of candles, chocolate, flowers

out against male violence, and to heal and defend themselves as honey is burned. Ancestors, life and§

they defend their ancestral territory. Frauke Decoodt listens to earth are honoured. Wishes and wos

. ‘ ¥ of gratitude are whispered to the flams
their stories ofreazstance. Afrer breakfast the women make thess
sclves comfortable on the marttresss

spread our in the courtyard,

The women talk about the fear, 8

threats, the assassinarions and criss

nalization they suffer within their co

munities duc (o their opposition 1o 88

state, corporations and landlords. M@

have come from territorics where ths

people oppose projects such as mins

dams and logging. Indigenous p --~'

are at the forefront of struggles agais

NEW INTFRNATION



« appropriarion and pollution of their
nd and natural wealth. Various women
re are leaders in that resistance,
The women discuss racism - how
nturics of colonization devalued and
sed their identity and practices. They
k about impoverishmenrt. The indig-
ous populations are the poorest in
atemala, their women even poorer.
ligenous resistance is as much a
iggle ahour identity and different
ridviews on the purpose of land and
ources as it is a class struggle against
verful elites for the very few means of
sistence lefl o them.
B8ut the women also speak about
rething else. ‘They talk about rape,
nagt pregnancies, beatings, insults
femicides. Denouncing the violence
e-perrated by men wirhin their com-
munities has long been taboo but there
growing movement of indigenous
women who dare to say, ‘Me Too . Far
weav [rom the hills of Hollywood, these
women construct a teminism thatr con-
: women'’s struggles to the indigenous
czles against capitalist development
acism,

parable struggles
rories the women rell resemble thar

of Lorena Cabnals, a driving force behind
these assemblies and the indigenous
women's movement in Guatemala. She
tells me her story in the cosy bedroom of
her small house 1n a poor neighbourhood
of Guatemala City, which itself is a minor
improvemenr on rhe slums she grew up
in. Like many people there, her grand-
parents came from different indigenous
communities, fleeing from forced evic-
tions and poverty.

‘When I finished my studics in 2002, 1
went looking for the roots of my maternal
grandmother. She was a Xinka from Santa
Maria Xalapan. Soon Lorena was gelling
active with other women to appose the
imposition of a mining project in the area.
She became a prominent figure, her resist-
ance putting her at the receiving end of
several death threats. But Lorena not only
opposed the mining corporations and
powerful local elites, “For years my father
sexually abused me, This determined
my future struggles. I could not ignore
the sexual violence infiicted by our own
men on women and girls.' Lorena rejects
the romantic idea that indigenous gender
relarions are all peace and harmony. ‘Even
before colonization, indigenous forms of
patriarchies existed: colonization exacer-
hared them, she says.

Indiganous faminism in Guatemala

Images from the women's gathering in Chotacaj.
Mayan spirituality plays an important part in
indigenous ferminism, but the issues dealt with are
tough - racism, violence and abuse, unequal rights
LEFT. JAMES RCORIGUEZ/PANOS. RIGHT. FRAUXE DECOODCT

‘It's incomprehensible that indigenous
men defend the land against mining pro-
jects but do not defend women and girls
suffering violence.' For Lorena rhe strug-
gles for land and for women's rights arc
inseparable, Western feminism also falls
short. "How can we fighr for the righr of
women Lo choose what (o do with her
body without énsuring a space that bady
can survive inf A land destroyed by
mining violates women, too.! She there-
fore calls her feminism territorial indig-
enous feminism.

Banishment
Lorena's increasingly high profile and
the course she was taking, encouraging
women to denounce the violence they
suffered and to start using contracep-
tives, did not go down well with some in
Xalapan. In 2011 the elders of the Xinka
authoritics of her hamlet, all men, told
her to leave and never come back.

The ruptures wirh her partner (the
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‘It’s incomprehensible that indigenous men
defend the land against mining projects but do
not defend women and girls suffering violence’

father of her child), and with her land and
community grieved Lorena. ‘Although
I somerimes sceretly returned to visit
the women, I could no longer live in the
territory that had been my home and
where 1 had started my struggle.' The
forced displacement, however, also pro-
vided opportuniries. ‘I travelled alot and
met women with similar stories, unable
to live in the territory they defended
because of threats from ourside or within
their communiries.’

Healing as resistance

It was with some of these women that
Lorena established Tzk'at in 2015, a
network of indigenous territorial femi-
nists who seek to accompany other
women's struggles with their healing
skills, The healing Tzk’at and Lorena
stand for is an act of resistance. "The vio-
lence we experience is rooted in racist,
capitalist and patriarchal systems of
oppression. To keep on opposing these
appressions and accompany others resist-
ing, we need to heal, recover our joy and
dignify ourselves.’

Besides being political their healing
is also spiritual. Ceremonial fires like
the one ar dawn, or the coloured candles
that burn throughout the whole evenr at
Graciela’s house are indispensable. 'Our
practices build upon rhe wisdom of our
Mayan and Xinka ancestors. on rituals
still practised in our communities.' Prac-
tical skills are also shared.

As evening falls in Chotocai, the women
listen attentively to their host. Coming
from a family of ancestral healers, Gra-
ciela shares her knowledge about medic-
inal plants, restorative massages and
Mayan gynaecology. Throughout the day
the women do physical exercises together,
take herbal baths and learn aboul strate-
gies to keep themselves sale.

Healing is most of all abour provid-
ing a space for the carharsis of fear, pain
and stress. The women who want to share
rheir storics speak, and others mention

similar experiences. There are Lears and

silences. Despite this, the atmosphere is
relaxed, filled with embraces and laughter.
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Taking it back to the community
This is precisely why Sandra Calel, a
Mayan Pogomchi, whose organization
Unién Verapacense de Organizaciones
Campesinas (UVOC) opposes powcrful
landlords in western Guatcmala, values
these gatherings so much. ‘It strengthens
me to talk and listen to other women, she
says. 'l rcalize I am not the only onc suf-
fering, that other women feel the same. Tt
helps me to vent my fears and shame and
carry on.

However, Sandra did not come here
only to comfort herself. ‘T want to take
this experience back to the women in
my community. [ want them to know we
can do more than the housework, rhat we
should not let ourselves be humiliated
by our husbands or sons.’ It is a message
that most men but also many women in
comrmunities like Sandra’s have diffi-
culty assimilaring. ‘Often men scorn me
for being a female community leader.
They react even worse when 1 mention
the treatment of women. I still remem-
ber well a husband who got very angry.
He shouted that whar they wanted was
land, there was no need Lo educate their
women, | was destroying their marriages.

“We don't use words like feminism’
The message Sandra takes to the com-
munity is not even that radical. "We
talk about a balance between men and
women. We explain that women also have
rights. We don't use words like ferninism,
They intimidare. Such concepts are also
dificulr ro explain: there is not even a
word for it in our languages.’

The word feminism is also not men-
tioned in the assembly. ‘Women here
don't necessarily have ro identify as femi-
nists or learn orher theorelical concepts,’
explains Lorena. ‘It's about denormal-
izing violence. Comparing the violence
done to our land to the violence done ro
our hodies and life is something women
in the communities can relate to.'

Lorena, however, also embraces some
aspects of Western feminism. “Concepts
like patriarchy and misogyny helped me
to make sense of the world around me

and the violence that happencd to me as
a child’ This is why Lorena talks about
feminisms not feminism. ‘Many hegem-
onic, middle-class and white feminisms
standardize oppression towards women.
The ways we are oppressed and how we
experience and talk about it is, however,
very different. The feminisms we concep-=
tualize in response are also different. We
have to embrace that pluraliry.

Embracing plurality
Tzk’at and Lorena’s embrace of plurality
and their critique of Western concepts
also lead them to define LGTBI+ differ-
ently. ‘We break with the hererosexual
and binary logic of indigenous commu-
nities bur also with concepts like LGTRI+
Simnilar to how our territories are defined
by plurality, we encouragc all expres-
sions of pluralitics of bodies, identities
and scxualities: whatever one wishes 1o
be called, whatever works best for one’s
emancipation.'

Although the act of identifying as
LCTBI+ or feminist is not considered
fundamental, some members of Tzk'at do
describe themselves as such. Sitting down
by her Mayan altar Graciela explains
how she was attacked for being a female
Mayan authority, [or promoting Mayan
gynaccology and spiritualiry. Identifying
as a territorial indigenous feminist gave
her the strength to oppose these atta
While Graciela speaks, the women of h
household keep bursting into the roo
asking for advice, It's the last day
almost lunchtime. She goes to help th

After lunch the women are ready
leave. Somc have Lo travel two days to
back to their communities. Many hat
the same intention as Sandra, Once
in their commmunities they will gather
women, organize healing scssions, share
their experiences about the multiple fo
of violence they confront, and talk al
defending themselves and their bodies.
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