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VALIANA AGUILAR, RosaLBa Icaza
Un Feminismo Otro. A Dialogue-Text-Invitation on the (Im)

possibilities of Encountering Each Other Across the Colonial
Divide'

ABSTRACT Are encounters across the colonial divide possible in a world
that is deeply divided between those who consume the lives of others and of
Earth and those who are consumed? ‘Encounters’ here denote moments of possi-
bility opened up by the rupture from, and refusal of, what keeps us incapable of
connecting with others who are radically different from us. Our text is organ-
ised as a dialogue-text-invitation to our imagined readers-listeners-fellow
worlds travellers to consider the following: that ‘learning each other’ as an
onto-epistemic praxis of knowing otherwise cannot solely be explained or fully
determined by its opposition to the systems of domination and the order that
it confronts. The aim of our dialogue-text-invitation is not to decolonise rela-
tions between women that occupy different subject positions. We neither aim
to transgress, nor resist established academic criteria. Our aim is to display the
(im)possibilities of learning, speaking, listening and getting to know oneself and
others as a plural selflves), and as communal selftves). We would have liked this
text to be a recording of our voices speaking to each other in Spanish, a colonial
language, yet one that allows us to speak and listen to each other. We consider
that if reading and listening to us leads to the acknowledgement and undoing
of coloniality that to this day constitutes the point of departure of academic
writing, disciplines and feminism, it means that, our story is becoming yours
too.

KEYWORDS learning, listening, colonial divide, feminismo otro, deco-
lonial
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“There is a feminism that is different,

that is walking and that happens very concretely when
we cook together, when we talk, when we laugh together,
when we build other ways of doing things”

Valiana Aguilar

1. Introduction

Are encounters across the colonial divide possible in a world that is
deeply divided between those who consume the lives of others and of
Earth and those who are consumed? ‘Encounters’ here denote moments of
possibility opened up by the rupture from, and refusal of, what keeps us
incapable of connecting with others who are radically different from us.
This incapacity is conceptualised by decolonial philosopher and popular
educator Maria Lugones (1987) as a failure of identification that operates
as a fundamental principle of control to which one is subjected and which
subjects others.

Deeply inspired by decolonial, anti-colonial, anti-capitalist, anti-patri-
archal feminists and ‘mujeres que luchan’ — women who struggle, this text
tries to enact, as much as is possible for us, a resistance to the logic of indi-
viduality, to the preeminence of the written word, and to English and
Spanish as two colonial languages so dominant in contemporary academia
in the places we live. Therefore, our text is organised as a dialogue-text-invi-
tation to our imagined readers-listeners-fellow worlds travellers to consider
the following: that ‘learning each other’ as an onto-epistemic praxis of
knowing otherwise cannot solely be explained or fully determined by its
opposition to the systems of domination and the order that it confronts.

More specifically, we understand such dominant systems through the
words and struggles of first nations and indigenous communities in resist-
ance in Mexico, particularly the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional
(EZLN)?, which has conceptualized them as a capitalist hydra and a patri-
archal racist colonial project of Death’. For us, learning each other is not
fully determined by our resistance to this capitalist hydra, but by a poli-
tics of hope and affirmation of the possibilities of who we are and can be
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in the company of each other (Motta 2018). This is why we cannot explain
this knowing otherwise as the choice of a sovereign individual either, as we
explain later in the text. We are using the term otherwise, following Arturo
Escobar, in the sense of what “craft[s] another space for the production
of knowledge...un paradigma otro, the very possibility of talking about
‘worlds and knowledges otherwise™ (Escobar 2007: 179).

Women of Colour feminisms provide us with a full range of exam-
ples of letters-books aiming at both enacting resistances against hegem-
onic logics of academia and as a form of knowing otherwise. One excellent
example that we want to mention is 7his Bridge Called My Back: Writings by
Radical Women of Color, edited in 1981 as a feminist anthology by Cherrie
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldta. We want to acknowledge it and honour its
invitation to learning each other.

What matters to us in this dialogue-text-invitation is, as women of
colour, to cultivate decolonial and anti-capitalist, anti-racist, anti-patriar-
chal learnings. These learnings might open the conditions for the possi-
bilities to reveal the limits of the modern/colonial frameworks of under-
standing and of intelligibility. In other words, we aim to transcend critique
by recognising its violence as an incapacity to connect with others (Motta
2018).

To develop these ideas, we invite the reader to journey with us along
the three paths of this dialogue-text-invitation. First, we will ground our
plural selves as the locus of enunciation from where we write together. In
this path, we outline some shared onto-epistemological and theoretical
background/insights. For us it is important to explain the importance of
positionality and onto-epistemologies; or, in other words, the situatedness
of ways of being, knowing and sensing. We also speak about epistemic
de-familiarisation, or the learning and unlearning possibilities that emerge
from the vulnerability of not knowing (everything). We also speak about
learning as the possibility of knowing otherwise through listening and
embracing each other beyond hegemonic worlds of sense. Those are worlds
that represent women of colour as not fully human, always lacking and in
need of help and protection from those truly human.

In the second path, we present hints of a dialogue we held in Oaxaca,
Mexico in 2019, in the middle of a teaching programme for Dutch and
European BA students. Despite the intensity of the work, we managed to
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make some space in our busy schedule to talk about what we have learnt
from each other and from the struggles we are part of, while reflecting on
our activities during the previous year. This second path is presented as a
dialogical conversation. We embrace dialogue as a strategy that can lead
others, like it has led us, into reflecting on the possibilities of learning,
speaking, listening, and getting to know each other ‘otherwise” and away
from established modes of academic writing.

Finally, in the last section of this text, we animate some elements of
decolonial and communitarian feminisms to conclude with some tentative
ideas aiming at addressing the opening question. Decolonial feminism and
communitarian feminisms constitute two of the plural ongoing debates
in Mexico and Abya Yala* inspiring resistance and conversations among
feminist and non-feminist women who struggle against the ‘capitalist
hydra’ and ‘patriarchal racist colonial project of Death’. What matters to
us is not to define what decolonial and communitarian feminisms are’, but
rather to emphasise that, despite their contrasting positions, both share a
commitment to bringing about the collapse of patriarchal violence.

In each path, we emphasise ‘un tejido de ideas y sentires’ — a weaving
of ideas and sensings with those of feminist and non-feminist decolo-
nial and anti-racist/colonial thinkers/doers, grandmothers, mothers and
girls, including Zapatistas, who are at the frontlines of struggles against
capitalist-patriarchal-racist oppressions. The central role of women in the
Zapatistas struggle for justice has inspired us in many ways®. We belong
to a generation of indigenous and mestiza women in Mexico who grew
up with images of indigenous women as commanders and in positions of
authority. Our mothers and grandmothers did not.

Our readers will not find in this piece the usual academic structure for
a text. The written academic word, which can be seen as a source of empow-
erment, voice, audibility, self-representation and validation, brings with it
the silence of coloniality. In particular, the coloniality of the written word
that, by taking a hierarchical position in relation to orality, silences us too.
The reader-listener-world traveller of this text will find then palabras, words
that aim to be sensed as a feminist decolonial practice of listening and
travelling to (each) others’ worlds (Lugones 1987). One of our reviewers,
Stine, best describes what we aim to do in this dialogue-text-invitation:
“You share thinking/feeling in a way that conveys and therefore evokes an
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affectively involved listening”. We are grateful and honoured by the way
we were received and listened to by Stine.

We are also aware that we are inviting our imagined readers-listeners-
world travellers to connect with us and identify themselves in us, but that
the distance of incommensurability is real and concretely expresses itself
in language, context, history, and so forth. We can only hope that despite
these challenging conditions some of the ideas, dilemmas, doubts, pain
and tensions but also our love and care for each other will find some echo
and resonate in our readers-listeners’ own contexts, geographies, and times.

The aim of our dialogue-text-invitation is not to decolonise relations
between women that occupy different subject positions — here an indige-
nous Maya woman / a mestiza Woman. We neither aim to transgress, nor
resist established academic criteria. Our aim is to display the (im)possi-
bilities of learning, speaking, listening and getting to know oneself and
others as a plural self(ves), and as communal self(ves). This knowing is not
constrained and contained by modern/colonial parameters of intelligibility,
including that of the written word for academic audiences. We imagine our
readers as readers-listeners of the stories that are woven here and as inter-
ested in world traveling in the sense articulated by Maria Lugones (2003
and 1987): through world travelling, our plurality is revealed through acts
of love, of carifio for each other. This is what Stine has taught us about
ourselves.

We would have liked this text to be a recording of our voices speaking
to each other in Spanish, a colonial language, yet one that allows us to
speak and listen to each other. We consider that if reading and listening to
us leads to the acknowledgement and undoing of coloniality that to this
day constitutes the point of departure of academic writing, disciplines and
feminism, it means that, as Stine suggests, our story is becoming yours too.

2. Grounding our(plural)selves

Points of departure matter. Mexican Anthropologist, Xochitl Leyva,
tellsus that “Thestarting points thatwe selecthaveastrongimprint thatisnot
only symbolic but also concrete and practical on what we do, think and feel
and, above all, in how we do, think and feel it. The starting points intersect
with the place of enunciation but cannot be reduced to it” (Leyva 2018: 53).
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Since 2008, Rosalba has collaborated with the Red Trasnacional Otros
Saberes (RETOS) — Transnational Network Other Knowledges, which
brings together indigenous, afro-descendant and mestiza academics/
activists based in the Global South/North. As a member of RETOS,
Rosalba has been conducting collaborative research, writing and teaching
practices on the knowledges that are co-created by communities resisting
violent forms of power destroying land, women’s lives, and hope in the
Abya Yala.

RETOS members have documented and disseminated findings in
books and academic publications (i.e. Leyva Solano et al. 2015, Leyva/
Icaza 2019) via itinerant schools and with the creation of an autonomous
publishing house, Editorial RETOS. Most importantly, they have been
reflecting together about the learnings that emerge from defending rivers,
mountains, land, and our intimate relations with Earth. For Rosalba, who
is based in academia in the Global North, to learn and teach about losing
her deep relations to Earth has meant confronting her modern/colonial
subjectivity, and ways of working, knowing and sensing. This means that
she is challenging the coloniality of categories such as ‘women’, ‘men’, and
of course ‘gender’, which entails taking as a point of departure the erasure
that these categories bring with them in the classification of difference.

Before Rosalba moved from Mexico City to study for her MA and
PhD in the United Kingdom in 1999, she was involved in anti-free trade
struggles in the Foro de Apoyo Mutuo (FAM)— Mutual Support Forum?.
It was at the FAM that Rosalba learnt about how relevant it was to hold
spaces for encounters and dialogue to sustain struggles for democratisation
and justice. In 2007, Rosalba started working at the International Institute
of Social Studies (ISS) in The Hague in the Netherlands. Since arriving
at the ISS, its intercultural and multidisciplinary environment has deeply
impacted her personally and professionally. Since 2016, Rosalba has been
actively involved in anti-racist struggles in the Netherlands, both within
and outside academia.

Valiana Aguilar is a Mayan woman who grew up in a small community
on the coast of Yucatan, Mexico. Since 2012, she has worked the land as
agricultora and milpera — a female farmer and harvester of milpa®. Valiana
also organises spaces of resistance and learning otherwise with groups of
Mayan youth. This takes place in the context of Merida, a colonial and
racist city. Valiana has also collaborated with Mayan women for the the
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purpose of the recovering of collective ways of living and healing other-
wise amidst systemic violence. For Valiana, as a Mayan woman, living in
her community entails a lot of humility and listening: “The violence in
our villages is an everyday reality, but nonetheless it is in the context of
that reality that we resist and fight, always with our feet on the ground.
This implies power but also a constant process of collective healing, which
means breaking away from the idea that in order to walk other ways of
living we can remain individuals”.

Valiana has been accompanying Mexico’s Indigenous National
Congress (CNI)?, and in 2019 she returned to her community in Sinanché,
Yucatan to establish, with her partner Angel Ku and her family, the collec-
tive Suumil Mooktan (The Living Rope), which carries out various activi-
ties with young Mayans interested in community healing and regenera-
tion. “Suumil Mookt'an works around caring, rescuing and preserving
native seeds and returning to harvest milpa. Milpa is a tool of resistance
of pueblos — peoples — as it plays a central role in our eating and living as
Maya peoples. Milpa is actively contributing to the regeneration of spaces
for the dignification of ancestral Maya houses and forms of inhabiting”.

We are both mujeres que resisten—women who struggle against different
but intersecting forms of oppression. In 2015, we met at the event Zejiendo
Voces — Weaving Voices in Mexico City™. The ideas on this dialogue-text-
invitation emerged from subsequent encounters during summertime that
we held within the framework of the Going Glocal Program on Global Citi-
zenship (Vazquez 2015). This programme brings groups of students based
in the Netherlands to (un)learn with communities, academics and young
indigenous activists, artists and professionals from Oaxaca, Mexico and
has allowed Rosalba to travel there and meet Valiana every year.

The City of Oaxaca is the capital of the state of the same name and
is located in the South of Mexico. The state and capital city are very well
known for their plurality of indigenous languages and cultures. Spanish
is just one of the many languages spoken there, and in that multiplicity
of languages, a grounding for not knowing, or more precisely for learning
otherwise, takes place.

Asha Varadharajan (2018) helps us to understand not what this learning
otherwise is, but how we sense it. Varadharajan, in addressing the dilemma
of intercultural translation, writes about herself reading works in English
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while growing up in India: “Being lured out of my self was precisely the
point, as was comprehending the virtues of both proximity and distance
in the pleasures of reading. The struggle against stereotypical notions, for
example, is futile if reading and writing are always a matter of recognition
rather than of defamiliarization” (Varadharan 2018: 182). Learning other-
wise felt for us like that state of defamiliarisation.

In this dialogue-text-invitation, to relinquish the safety of ‘knowing’
as recognising oneself in ‘other’ worlds of sense and being is understood
as part of the struggles we are part of. We aim to capture elements of
this struggle that carries (un)learning potentials as a delinking from the
confines of intelligibility, of what we are told or allowed to think/sense.
Our struggles cannot be fully grasped just as “a reaction to domination,
or just as the necessary or logical outcome of the processes that precede
them” (Icaza/Vazquez 2013: 686). In other words, the epistemic dimen-
sion of our specific struggles is about realising that the meanings attrib-
uted to us by capitalist patriarchal coloniality cannot exhaust what we are
becoming together.

Ouraim in this dialogue-text-invitation is to grasp what we have learnt,
unlearnt and re-learnt from each other, from feminisms, from women who
resist and who are or are not feminists, from Zapatista women and gitls,
from grandmothers and mothers, and from students based in Europe and
North America who over the years visited Oaxaca.

We are inspired by Catherine Walsh’s understanding of asking-walking
as a decolonial pedagogy inspired by Paulo Freire and Mexico’s Zapatistas:
“It means understanding oneself in a constant process of becoming where
the ‘critical’ is not a set postulate or an abstract of thought. Rather, it is
a stance, posture and attitude, an actional standpoint in which one’s own
being and becoming are constitutive to the acts of thinking, imagining
and intervening in transformation; that is, in the construction, creation
and ‘walking’ of a radically different world” (Walsh 2015: 10). And, in that
sort of walking, we ask whether encountering each other across the colo-
nial divide contributes to a knowing otherwise.

We are driven by the urgency to resist and overcome the war against
women, land and hopes in Mexico and Abya Yala and the rise of right-
wing extremist political projects in Europe. Our intuition is to honour the
agreements formulated in the First International Political, Artistic, Sports

Un Feminismo Otro 217



and Cultural Gathering of Women who Struggle, organised by Zapatista
women and girls in 2018 to celebrate International Women’s day". In the
context of systematic violence against women and girls, the agreement

reached during that Gathering was: We should live!

“Sisters and companeras: Here, in front of all of us here present and those who
are not here but who are present in their hearts and minds, we propose an agree-
ment to stay alive and continue struggling, each of us according to our ways, our

times and our worlds™2.

This invitation-dialogue-text centres on what “learning each other”
means to us as women of colour, following M. Jaqui Alexander’s (2005)
invitation, and on the possibilities this learning opens for co-creating life
conditions — material, political and epistemic — that enable us and the
struggles we are part of.

“We are not born women of color rather we became women of color. In order
to become women of color, we would need to become fluent in each others’
histories, to resist and unlearn an impulse to claim first oppression, most-devas-
tating oppression, one-of-a-kind oppression, defying comparison oppression. We
would have to unlearn an impulse that allows mythologies about each other
to replace knowing about one another. We would need to cultivate a way of
knowing in which we direct our social, cultural, psychic, and spiritually marked
attention on each other. We cannot afford to cease yearning for each others’

company” (Alexander 2005: 269).

Learning each other helps us to resist essentialist representations of
who we are becoming as women of colour but also allows us to go beyond.
Learning each other helps us to speak to our imagined readers-listeners-
fellow world travellers about how it is that we concretely refuse to partake in
Eurocentricknowledge production and potentially inspire them to do so too.

Furthermore, learning each other is for us a necessary step for culti-
vating plural selves in political coalitions across the colonial divide (Lugones
2003, 2007, 20103, 2010b). We understand these plural selves as transgres-
sions of a sovereign self, the modern/colonial myth of the “I”, into plural
selves, or nosotridades in Spanish, as an enactment of relational forms of
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being (Chavez/Vazquez 2017). Coalitions are for us a fertile ground on
which to learn each other as we grapple with our epistemological, racial,
class, gender and sexuality privileges and recover “our capacity to feel the
suffering of others, of compassion” (Chavez/Vazquez 2017: 39).

But coalition(s) are do not exist in a vacuum, but in relation to what
might be sensed as solidified and even naturalised hierarchies that to this
day shape the colonial divide, the border between ‘humanity’ and the
racialised other-ed, and that construct this (our) encounter as unthink-
able. Learning each other didn’t happen from one day to the next. It took
us time, practice, patience and courage, and caririo.

In November 2015, when we met for the first time, we had the oppor-
tunity to listen to each other with a methodology for intercultural conver-
sations that one of the participants named as ‘activated conversations’ in
that event™. As a particular methodology to foster intercultural communi-
cation, a plurality of members of local Mexican society and international
guests participated, including academics, activists, community members,
traders, shoemakers, youngsters, indigenous and First Nations representa-
tives, artists, and so on.

We would like to also point out that activated conversations have
another key characteristic, which is that nouns such as capitalism, gender
and heteronormativity are avoided. This is to return to action in language
(Vazquez 2014 as cited by Walsh 201s: 15). Therefore, instead of health, we
talked about healing, because everybody has something to say and share
about healing. The medical expert is one of the perspectives at the table,
together with the midwife and the healer. We have been doing the same
for education and learning, food and eating, and so on.

We think that to present these conversations as an exercise in delibera-
tive democracy and/or in inclusive speech to make them politically intel-
ligible to a hegemonic world of sense is not enough (Lugones 2003). These
conversations are/were something else. Listening is not to be reduced to
be a form of passive silence. This listening is informed by understand-
ings of orality and the spoken word in which, on the one hand, /z palabra
— the word — is not the property of any individual but carried and trans-
mitted across generations and geographies. On the other hand, this way
of listening stresses the impossibility of speaking if one hasn’t first heard
(Vazquez 2020).
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The ability to acknowledge and name this way of listening is crucial
for the survival of /a palabra colectiva — the word that emerges collectively.
Furthermore, this is, from our point of view, a deeply political act too.
If one follows the logic of the hegemonic world of sense demarcated by
modern rationality that presupposes agency as voice and as a paramount
political act, listening then fails to be bestowed intelligibility as political
and might be interpreted as expressing colonial, patriarchal and/or heter-
onormative oppressions.

However, listening is not a silencing and can be a political act, as
Moya suggests in her reading of Maria Lugones’ (2003) understanding of
the political as “an intentional interfering with, refusal of, or resistance to
the reductive and unitary logic of the hegemonic common sense” (Moya
2006: 198). That hegemonic common sense is precisely the logic that fails to
confer political intelligibility to ‘relational’ forms of listening/speaking in
which the act of speaking is inseparable from the act of listening (Vazquez
2012: 247).

3. Our Conversation
3.1. On politics, feminism, cooking, eating and healing

Rosalba: It was very nice, our session on the feminisation of politics
in Mexico, the students were asking me how they are going to bring back
home what they have learnt and work with people here in Oaxaca. For
me, this question highlights the importance of listening as a pedagogy to
unlearn. I told them that in listening to people they would find answers to
this question and eventually how they can transmit what they have learnt
here. I also mentioned that you have already given us some clues on how
this can be done when you spoke about a different feminism, one that is
about caminando con — walking with — and I told the students that some-
times, in a very concrete way, this walking with happens when we cook
together, when we talk, when laughing together, we build other ways of
doing things. Interestingly, they stayed quieter after I said this.

Personally, I think that coming here, as a feminist academic without
a ‘research question’ not only might be untenable for many others back
home, but it is also another way of being a feminist. I come as a woman
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who struggles, as a teacher and mentor, and not just as an academic and
researcher. What you shared with us about ¢/ feminismo que camina con —
feminism as walking with — is from my point of view, an ethics, a way of
doing and you can call it decolonial or not, this is not what matters now,
but that it points at another way of being in resistance that also shows us
the limits of white liberal feminism. So, I think that what you shared is
fundamental to open these other ways of being a young person, feminist
or not, resisting, back in Europe.

Valiana: [ think this is a moment when we want to share more the
sentipensares* that we are living, perhaps like this in an oral-written
form. In listening there is also the humility of opening oneself to what
is happening, without already having a horizon to say: “this is feminism,
and this is how all women in the world must live”. No, there are different
ways of living, feeling, being, of resisting when we place ourselves in that
opening of listening, of being open to the surprise of what can happen or
what we can do. Because often the utopia of Western feminism is that we
must arrive to this or that and we have a blindfold, we cannot see anything,
other than what we want to see. For example, after I talked about cooking
and eating, the student from Switzerland said “from my perspective, this
is not equality”, but after you shared your words, she talked again and said
that there was not only one way of being and existing in the world, but also
many other ways. Sometimes returning to the kitchen for many feminists
is a brutal oppression...

Rosalba: That’s how I lived it, that’s why the kitchen as a feminist was
a place from where [ wanted to run out, as it was imposed on me but not on
my brothers. I returned to the kitchen when I started coming to Unitierra
as | realised the anti-capitalist dimension of the kitchen and of cooking
and its politics too...

Valiana: Yes, and the kitchen and cooking are also about healing
ourselves too, if we are talking about healing as something political, then
it is not only about sowing food, harvesting it, because many say now “we
go back to the organic and place our products in the capitalist market” but
there is no joy in that, the joy of recovering our ancestral food, our food
that is in relation to who we are, food is what we are...
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Rosalba: Something I have never understood is that some people buy
frozen food. You go to the supermarkets and buy frozen lasagna or risotto.
In the Netherlands, there is a business in which you can buy processed
food from a machine in a wall, you slot in the coin, and it gives you hot
junk food. The entire process is designed in such a way that you not only
consume your food in the shortest possible time, but also that you do not
know who produced it and how. This image of a dystopian food consump-
tion system seems so far away from your own life here, from how my life is
when I am here too in relation to eating. I am sharing this because this is
part of the reality of the students that asked you questions about cooking
and eating today. What you shared about the 2018 Women Zapatista Inter-
national Encounter is a world that they cannot even imagine, but neverthe-
less, the way you spoke, sharing your pain and sorrows but also your hopes,
seemed to help them in making sense of the plurality of worlds, even if they
didn’t see them, or live them...and they were in silence listening....

3.2 Silence, word and Zapatismo

Valiana: The First International Encounter of Women who Struggle®,
summoned by Zapatista women, was an experience for everyone. What
impressed us most was the organisation of the Zapatista compafieras —
they built everything, the platforms, the bathrooms, the structures. The
logistics were impressive, including having food prepared for the 10,000
women who participated.

On the first day, the Zapatistas read a very remarkable statement, as
we realised how the “compas™® have reflected deeply on their revolutionary
practice within their communities, not only with the youngsters, but also
between generations. We realised that grandmothers are opening them-
selves up and sharing their stories of what they lived, and they are creating
una palabra colectiva, a word that emerges collectively. In the afternoon,
they presented short plays to share with us how women’s lives were before
the uprising, and they themselves represented their grandmothers, the
caciques, not to victimise themselves, but to heal collectively, because they
never said ‘poor us’. They shared it so that there could not be a world where
what they lived through happens to another woman. They did it not to
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forget what their grandmothers lived, but rather to heal it, without victim-
ising, and in so doing they built something new.

Thereafter, we realised that the Zapatistas are well aware of what is
happening in the world; they are reacting with concrete life practices and
they reflect on them. I can say such a thing because they presented us with
a short play about the disappeared women of Ciudad Juarez. They also
told us that they are no longer talking about the triple exploitation women
face for being poor and indigenous, which their grandmothers once talked
about. They are now saying that there are more forms of exploitation not
experienced only by indigenous women, and that violence is experienced
by all women.

They characterise this violence in the following terms: we live in a
macho patriarchal capitalist system. This is how they named it, and also
affirmed that this system is killing every one of us. This is what they
presented in their short plays.

After the plays, they shared with us their organisation, how they see
and feel the world, and at one point they came out dancing with banners
from all the continents. They explained their vision of the new world:
everyone has to struggle and without the national borders that exist today.

What criticisms can we make of the Encounter? There were 10,000
women and there was no filter regarding who participated and who did not,
and there were groups of women who had quite different forms of expression.

Rosalba: Perhaps the problem was not the forms of expression but to
consider some forms as the ‘right’ form for women’s struggles?

Valiana: We felt that at some point some feminist groups wanted to
do exactly that in a space where they were guests and that the Zapatistas
had organised.

3.3 On Authority and Power

Rosalba: What you are saying makes me remember what Jaime Luna'”

shared with us a couple of days ago. Jaime said that to fully understand
comunalidad as a Oaxacaqueno Mixe and Zapoteco way of being in the
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world, one should try to distinguish power from authority. He said this in
relation to the role of elders. This was really interesting, and I thought that
sometimes as a feminist I have conflated power with authority. However,
Jaime stressed that one resists power, but sometimes authority is legiti-
mate, for example, that of Zapatista grandmothers. It has been so difficult
for me to explain the source of this legitimacy, as it is grounded in ways of
being and sensing that are unintelligible to ‘illustrated’ feminisms, which
keep assuming to know how women should be struggling. That is one of
my great frustrations.

Valiana: This is precisely one example of our criticism of some femi-
nist spaces, especially when we want to think about how we can all be
together in spaces to listen and learn, to build together in these moments
when all we are living is violence.

3.4 On Hosting

Rosalba: I wanttoaskyousomethingl heard aboutthis First Encounter.
Somebody told me that a group of trans women arrived and requested to
enter and that the compas at the entrance asked them how they felt. and
they said as women, so they let them in. This is so powerful, because in
some feminisms now there has been moves to exclude trans women, but
also because what seemed to matter was how these comparieroas® sensed
themselves and felt in their heart.

Valiana: Yes, there were companeroas, otroas, trans persons.

Rosalba: This is important because the dominant view of indige-
nous communities is of traditional, conservative, violent, poor places. In
Europe, like here in Abya Yala, we are witnessing a surge of right-wing
conservatism and some European countries are particularly violent against
trans people, and in particular trans people of colour; here the Zapatistas
are calling a meeting where they are welcome! This really filled me with
hope. But I also wanted to ask you something else, did you witness specific
issues of inclusion/exclusion?
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Valiana: This was not a general problem in the meeting, but there
was a disagreement between some of us, women of indigenous communi-
ties who practise a principle of hospitality without distinguishing ‘colours’,
but hearts. Of course, we know there are hearts that we do not like, but
this does not mean that we are going to say, “you don’t, you don’t come”.
If someone is going to speak for us, we say, comparnera let’s walk together,
we are a collective, let’s talk together. For some comparneras, white women
should not have a voice because they have always been up in the pyramid
of power and we were asked to flip the pyramid from the bottom up, to be
placed on top, in other words to reproduce power! But this was something
specific and not representative of the encounter as a whole.

Rosalba: So, is it about how we generate spaces where we acknowl-
edge our differences?

Valiana: It is more about the radicality of hospitality, there must be a
radical listening to be able to meet with others so different from us.

Rosalba: That radicality of hospitality is precisely what I have expe-
rienced with the compas in the CIDECI-UNITIERRA" in Chiapas, and
when I visited the Zapatista caracoles.*® 1 would expect to have no right to
be there, I am a Mestiza woman, | am the norm, and yet they do not deny
me entrance®.

Valiana: That is, as we said, the art of listening and the way we interact
has to be mediated equally by the tenderness and affection we have towards
the others we are walking with. But we also realised in the Encounter that
we need spaces for ourselves and for doing things collectively, not just
talking to each other.

Rosalba: Like the small plays, the cooking and washing dishes,

dancing, singing, sharing.
Valiana: In the recent Encounter in Veracruz, Mexico, for example,

a Mayan woman shared how to heal us through a type of finger acupunc-
ture, and she shared what she knows and did the practice with us. That is
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important, these are necessary things to heal us. As we were fewer than in
the first Encounter it was an opportunity for a more intimate interaction.

Rosalba: Is there going to be another International Encounter?

Valiana: Yes, the second International Encounter is planned for
December 2019 and the topic is violence against women. However, the
Zapatistas said that everyone has to make their encounters in their own
geographies, ways and formats. That is an important learning, because
it is important to meet, but then, and here comes the question of the
students, how do we share what we have learned in our own places, without
imposing, but in an open sharing of hearts. Because it is not about saying
“this is what we need to do”, it is not about imposing a way of doing things,
but una compartencia corazonada — a heart / thought sharing that goes
beyond a report and some photos, because we can feel it in the sharing
with the male compas too.

3.5 On Learning, Unlearning and Relearning with others

Rosalba: Yesterday, someone asked how we could share all of this and
what we have learnt in the classroom, as some of the students want to be
teachers. And while we were sharing some concrete pedagogical strategies,
I was reflecting that there is no space small or not important enough to do
like you say: to feel and be in those spaces.

I have learnt from Black and Afro-descendant friends and comparieras
in Europe that to be together as women of colour is already political. I
cannot avoid bringing here Audre Lorde’s poem, ,We were never meant
to survive”. I learnt to love Lorde and connect with her via one of the ISS
PhD students | work with: “when we speak, we are afraid, our words will
not be heard, nor welcomed, but when we are silent, we are still afraid. So,
it is better to speak, remembering, we were never meant to survive”.

So, while I think about spaces such as the Zapatista Encounters or
even this encounter with you right now, I think that we were not supposed
to be together as we are now, and nonetheless, we are! In these sorts of
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encounters, when we are organised, thinking and acting the world other-
wise together, I sense myself full of energy and hope, like the light Zapa-
tistas gave you and the other women in the first encounter.

Back home, in my institution we have created a small group, following
the call of the Zapatistas to organise everywhere we are. We are the collec-
tive Nurturing Each Other, which was created after one Pakistani women
researcher 1 worked with expressed how lonely she felt, and asked for
support. The majority of the ‘members’ are women of colour but we also
host a couple of young white women allies.

When we created the space, some of them proposed that it should be a
space only for black women and women of colour, and I said no. I thought
that I should give our white women allies a chance, as I have been given a
chance as a mestiza by you and other indigenous women. I cannot say it
has been easy, but I can say we have learnt a lot together, for example that
coalitional work is not automatic.

When we started to meet, some questioned why a group of women
of colour was even necessary. Interestingly, at the same time one of my
friends in the Netherlands who is one of the few Black women Profes-
sors in academia also created a group, but this was exclusive for women of
colour. In the first meeting, there were around 60 of us — some teachers,
others activists, administrative workers — yet all of us shared two character-
istics: we were not white, and we were tired of being alone. In both cases,
we have made some people within our institutions feel ‘uncomfortable’,
which was not our goal. Actually, focusing all our efforts on making some
feel uncomfortable can easily make us lose that novel ‘us’.

So, all of this is to say that some of what you shared with me from the
first Zapatista encounter might feel similar in other spaces where power
is questioned, but at the same time, reproducing power logics is central.
In some of the self-managed spaces, where I participate on the margins of
academia, I can hear people working not to reproduce power and violence
and they do it. And this is taking a lot of energy.

Valiana: This is precisely what the Zapatistas also spoke about: how,
also in our own spaces we reproduce violent power, within our families.
So, we must also be attentive to that, because we still carry too much
violence and, without thinking, we contribute to building hierarchies,
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power, command, we are accomplices many times of that construction
of the hierarchy because it seems so normalised in our hearts and bodies,
the hierarchy and the power, that, although it might be soft and cool, it
is inbuilt. We can always stress care in those spaces, but also sharing and
being open to listen, not only to the pain, but also what we are doing and
what we can do together to dismantle power and hierarchy.

Rosalba: My first experiences with the Zapatistas taught me that they
were always sitting, quietly, taking notes. At first I said, “what’s up?”, but
then I realised they were listening. So, I learnt that there are moments
of listening and of speaking and of collective listening/speaking. Some
months ago, I met with the Waychafe Mapuche leader Moira Milldn*?,
who was invited to an academic meeting of the Latin American Council of
Social Sciences (CLACSO) in Buenos Aires. During the conference, Moira
and the other Mapuche leaders were mistreated by the organisers and they
decided to occupy the main auditorium, and all the women who were there
supported this impromptu takeover. While this was taking place, Moira
spoke to us: “we are used to occupying lands, highways and airports, so we
can occupy an auditorium”. Her message to us was: “we need to be brave”.
So, when you said, “power and hierarchy are so normalised” in who we are,
how we are, within our families and communities, with our partner and
our children, that we should be brave to realise it is problematic to reduce
our liberation in being intelligible or even uncomfortable to power.

It has often happened to me that I have a hard time speaking up, I
am still afraid of speaking, because I have lived the violence of power
in my body, in the academy, and the problem is that when I am already
speaking, comes a voice with authority and hierarchy. I explain this in
the following way: I still understand listening as silencing. However,
intuitively I enjoy very much listening. This is why yesterday I asked you
where you learned to listen, and you answered: 7 learn it by walking, by
seeing how others listened.

4. Connecting back

In this invitation-text-encounter we have tried to show what feminismo
otro — feminism otherwise is, as the one that we walk with, via the praxis
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of speaking/listening/world travelling. To close this exercise, each of us
reflects on what un feminism otro que camina — a feminism otherwise that
walks —would mean in the context of Western Europe, where Rosalba lives,
and in Sinanché, Yucatan, where Valiana’s community and family live.

4.1 Women and the Decolonisation of the University

In 2017, the research proposal “Encountering (each) Other: Women
in the Decolonization of Universities across the Global North/South
Divide” was submitted to the Netherlands Organization for Scientific
Research (NWO). This research proposal was concerned with women of
colour troubled engagements with gender and diversity policies imple-
mented in Western European universities (Bonjour et al. 2016; De Jong et
al. 2017). It is well known that Universities have responded to the scrutiny
of their knowledge production and teaching practices with diversity and
inclusion policy measures. Yet women of colour who have benefited from
education as an upward social mobility mechanism demand a decolonised
education and learning practices in universities. The research proposal
focused on the knowledge emerging from women pioneering decolonising
initiatives, their learning practices and strategies, and their connections to
other women-led initiatives in Latin America and the Caribbean.

Preliminary research had suggested that women pursuing the decol-
onisation of universities are questioning gender blind pedagogies while
offering innovations in the governance of learning (what is taught and
how; De Jong et al. 2017; Arashiro et al. 2015; Dinnerstein 2016). 'This, it
was argued, was taking place at the margins of universities and in far from
ideal conditions, in which reactionary tendencies of religious intolerance,
extremism, and gender discrimination in Europe, as well as Latin America
and the Caribbean, were growing.

It was emphasised that local decolonisation, in aiming at the scrutiny
of knowledge production and teaching, has opened up questions regarding
scholarship practices in universities across the world. Such questioning,
from Black, Brown, Muslim, indigenous, physically challenged and trans
women has pointed at colonial legacies in knowledge practices as being)
connected to intersectional forms of discrimination in academia (De Jong
et al. 2017; Mignolo/Tlostanova 2006; 2012).

Three women-led initiatives calling for the decolonisation of learning
and universities, and connecting the gender and diversity concerns of poor,
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Black and indigenous students across Latin America and the Caribbean to
Black, Brown, Muslim, physically challenged and trans students of colour
in three Western European cities, were identified as potential research
partners (instead of case studies). The research aimed to explore under
which governance conditions these initiatives have took place. What role,
if any, didconnecting across borders have for women decolonised learning
practices? And what are the effects for the governance of learning at univer-
sities, for women and the communities they are part of? Equally impor-
tantly, the research aimed to operationalise a feminist decolonial and anti-
racist orientation in research,which some of its key elements have been
already flagged out here as walking with and the praxis of listening/speaking/
world travelling.

This orientation also meant that research was envisioned as a dialog-
ical process (Leyva 2013; Icaza 2015) in much the way Xochilt Leyva speaks
about it — as a kind of praxis of co-labor (collaborative research) in which
the written text is a dialogue with the spoken and written word, with visu-
ality, with past and present experiences and with the imagined horizon of
epistemic autonomy (Leyva 2013, Leyva/Speed 2008). Epistemic autonomy
means here the possibility of knowing and learning in freedom from
oppressions.

Concretely, this way of working required unveiling the points of depar-
ture that orient the decision to write a research proposal in the first place
(just like as in this text-invitation), and the relationships and exchanges in
a plurality of places and temporalities as that which sustains the epistemic
position of co-labor (collaborative research; Leyva/Speed 2008). Last but
not least, and despite the research proposal not being funded, it was the
outcome of a non-extractive collaborative methodology; hence, no indi-
vidual ownership was claimed on any of the elements presented here. These
are elements from across the global South, from across the colonial differ-
ence and from outside the normative perspectives of Western thought, and
are currently informing PhD and MA research in some Western European
Universities, in some cases for the first time (Trejo Mendez 2019; Coria
2018).

4.2 Recuperando la palabra colectiva

Many women from communities are walking along with other women
from other geographies to build up doings and sentipensares otherwise. We
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are weaving these in a new way, learning and regenerating in our commu-
nities, in our spaces. Some of them are in the city or at work or in univer-
sities, but we say that we are women who struggle, in any all areas of our
life, and our agreement, as the Zapatista women said, is to live, despite the
system that is killing us.

Growing up and living without fear, the Zapatista women tell us, is
what they do in their communities; this is why we are reflecting on how to
create those spaces where we can learn other non-violent ways of relating.

We lived one of the greatest moments of learning and radical listening
during the First International political, artistic, sporting and cultural meeting
of women who struggle in the Zapatista caracol of the Tzotz Choj area. It
will probably take us a long time to unravel the shared word and practices.

For the first time in 24 years, the Zapatista called the system that is
killing us a Machista Patriarchal Capitalist System, and this is no coin-
cidence — the Zapatistas never say anything because they simply came
up with that name one day. No, this corresponds to those long Mayan
temporal accounts: the time we live in is the closing and opening of short
and long cycles (where the past and present in this world that has no
distinction of time. This is not only a poetic expression, but has to do with
how we heal across generations, as what we do now has been felt because
we are doing it What the comparieras shared with us is a struggle of genera-
tions, cyclical, caracoleadas. They thank the young women who are living
now and could do what they did because their grandmothers fought too,
and they share that with us, in a collective word, but also in their practices.
They were not separated, as their organisation shows us that form of exist-
ence beyond patriarchy, where hierarchies fade away, where competition
does not exist, where all are all, a collective — there are no personifications,
no spoken caciquismos®, which are so common in our struggles.

While we sentipensamos these political categories, it makes much more
sense to first make flourish the practices that go beyond patriarchy, capi-
talism, the state and democracy, so that these words sprout. In this way,
we know that these other worlds that are possible are not possible in the
future, but that they are already here and hence our gaze turns to all that
already is and done.

The actions that we are carrying out are at the forefront. We are indeed
running out of words to name those practices that will finally always be
more than the daily actions. We need to build new words; it is undeni-
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able that words respond to the current system, and we wonder how to
build words loaded with a different meaning, how to reconstruct them, to
re-signify them, in a way that responds to the need for a common, mean-
ingful and loving language.

Yet, there is no doubt that by simply practising reflection, and self-
criticism about how we talk and how we at least treat each other, we are
advancing, and that this will surely place us on a path of de-construction
of, and re-construction away from, this old patriarchal language.

We are trying to forge a common language that allows us to decolo-
nise, and at the same time we are forging, with respect and carizio, new
types of relationships between us, a type of relationship that allow us to
move forward in the encounter.

1 We want to express our sincere gratitude to the anonymous reviewers for their
comments, and particularly to Stine H. Bang Svendsen, who not only heard us,
but by revealing her name and positionality as a reviewer, is inviting us to im-
agine and practise the process of academic publication otherwise. We also would
like to express our gratitude to Zuleika Sheik, who edited our words with love
and carifio.

2 The EZLN is the army branch of the indigenous Zapatista communities in resist-
ance, which became internationally known in 1994 when it declared war against
the Mexican State. For more information: http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/;
http://zeztainternazional.ezln.org. mx/

3 See, for example, the article by Jorge Alonso on the one-week event organised by
the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional (EZLN) in Chiapas, Mexico to speak
about Critical Thought Versus the Capitalist Hydra. www.envio.org.ni/articulo/5068

4  Abya Yala was the name given by originary people to the territory now known as
the Americas before the colonial encounter in 1492.

s Undoubtedly, a rich and critical debate within/outside academic institutions is
taking place among feminists and non-feminist women and men in/from Abya
Yala. Our readers can learn directly about this rich debate in the following sourc-
es: Mendoza (2016), Gargallo (2011), Espinosa, Gomez and Ochoa (2014), Leyva
and Icaza (2019).

6 See for example: Sylvia Marcos (2014) The Zapatista Women’s Revolutionary Law
as it is lived today. Available at www.opendemocracy.net/en/zapatista-womens-
revolutionary-law-as-it-is-lived-today

7 FAM was originally founded as Foro de Apoyo a la Comunidad — Forum to
Support Community by the Catholic Archdioceses of Mexico to support the
reconstruction of Mexico City after the devastating consequences of the 1985
earthquake. See: http://vinculando.org/sociedadcivil/abriendo_veredas/34_foro_
apoyo_mutuo.html

8  Milpa is a mix of squash, beans and corn that for thousands of years in Mesoa-
merica continues to exist despite monocultives.
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'The National Indigenous Congress (CNI) was constituted on October 12, 1996
and is described in its official website as “the home of all indigenous peoples, a
space where originary peoples can find shared thought and solidarity to strength-
en their struggles of resistance and rebellion, with their own forms of organiza-
tion, representation and decision-making”. See: http://www.congresonacionalin-
digena.org/what-is-the-cni

A summary of all the conversations can be found at: www.uaem.mx/sites/default/
files/voz_de_la_tribu_numero_7.pdf

The National Geographic provides an interesting glimpse into this Gathering.
See https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/03/21/photo-essay-a-visit-to-the-za-
patistas-first-international-gathering-of~women-who-struggle

Words of the Zapatista women at the closing ceremony of the First Interna-
tional Gathering, March 10, 2018. Available at: http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.
mx/2018/03/26/words-of-the-zapatista-women-at-the-closing-ceremony-of-the-
first-international-gathering-of-politics-art-sport-and-culture-for-women-in-
struggle-in-the-zapatista-caracol-of-the-tzotz-choj-zone

At the moment of writing, we are not entirely sure who this person was, but we
want to acknowledge that the term emerged from a meeting organised within the
framework of the event “Tejiendo Voces por la Casa Comun” in November 2015.
“Sentipensar means acting with the heart using the head,” as a fisherman from
the San Jorge River in the Colombian Caribbean expressed it to the sociologist
Orlando Fals Borda in the mid-1980s (Botero 2019).

“Sin Mujeres no hay Revolucién” — Documentary on the First Internation-

al Encounter of Women who Struggle. Available at: http://somoselmedio.org/
article/m%C3%Ars-de-6-mil-mujeres%C2%Aode-38%C2%Aopa%C3%ADses-
participaron-en-el-primer-encuentro-de-mujeres

Compas is a shortened gender netural way of speaking about companerxs

Jaime Luna, together with Floriberto Diaz, are the indigenous intellectuals who
named the collective way of living/being/work in Oaxaquenio indigenous com-
munities as comunalidad, which should not be conflated or confused with ‘com-
mons . See: Martinez Luna 2010

Comparieroas is a term often used by Zapatistas to acknowledge and support the
struggles of people that do not conform to gender normativity. By sharing this
story, we want to emphasise the possibilities of hosting — as practised by Zapa-
tistas in the International Gathering in Chiapas — rather than pointing at, the
other-than-modern/colonial gender systems in Mesoamerica. According to re-
cent ethno-historical feminist studies, these systems show traces, as long as 500
years ago, of social organisation on the basis of fluid sexual dualities (see: Marcos
2000).

CIDECI in Spanish stands for Centro Indigena de Capacitacion Integral — Indig-
enous Centre for Integral Learning, and it is located in San Cristobal de la Casas,
Chiapas, Mexico.

Caracoles: literally Spanish for snail, is the name of the Zapatista autonomous
administrative units in the state of Chiapas, Mexico. The image of the snail is a
symbol of the slow but continous progress of the Zapatista self-organisation.
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21 In sharing this reflection, Rosalba aims to point to the learning possibility that
emerged for her as a Mestiza woman in Mexico, an identity that represents the
norm. She wants to encourage the readers-listeners-fellow world travellers to re-
flect on the ways in which we are constructed as arrogant subjects, incapable of
connecting with others who are radically different to us. Radical hospitality is
about finding ways of connecting and recognising ourselves in others. However,
Rosalba also wants to clarify that in CIDECI-UNITIERRA there are spaces and
events that are only for and by indigenous peoples, and that as a Mestiza woman
and decolonial feminist she understands her role as not demanding participa-
tion within spaces set away from the violence of normativity in which Mestizas in
Mexico are implicated.

22 Moira Millan is the founder, ideologist and coordinator of the Indigenous Wom-
en’s Movement for Buen Vivir — Good Living, which brings together women of
36 ethnic groups who demand the recognition of a multicultural state. Moira is
involved in the recovery of indigenous ancestral lands, particularly those occu-
pied by the Benetton Group. More information: www.facebook.com/movimient-
odemujeresindigenasporelbuenvivir, 11.04.2021.

23 Caciguismo describes a distorted form of local government in which a political
leader in the form of a patron takes complete control of a commune or commu-
nity.
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ABSTRACT Sind Begegnungen iiber koloniale Differenzen hinweg
maoglich, in einer Welt, die tief gespalten ist zwischen denen, die das Leben
der anderen und der Erde konsumieren, und denen, die konsumiert werden?
,Begegnungen’ bezeichnen hier Momente der Moglichkeit, die sich durch den
Bruch mit und durch die Zuriickweisung von alldem erdffnen, was uns davon
abhilt, uns mit anderen zu verbinden, die radikal anders sind als wir. Unser
Text ist als Dialog-Text-Einladung an unsere imaginierten LeserInnen-Hore-
rinnen-Mitwelt-Reisenden angelegt. Ihnen michten wir Folgendes nabelegen:
das ,Einander-Lernen’ (,learning each other’) als onto-epistemische Praxis des
Anders-Wissens® (,knowing otherwise) kann nicht allein durch seine Opposi-
tion zu den Systemen der Herrschaft und der Ordnung, denen es gegeniiber-
steht, erklirt oder vollstindig bestimmt werden. Das Ziel unserer Dialog-Text-
Einladung ist nicht, die Beziehungen zwischen Frauen zu dekolonisieren, die
unterschiedliche Subjektpositionen innehaben. Wir zielen weder darauf ab,
etablierte akademische MafSstibe zu iiberschreiten, noch uns ihnen zu wider-
setzen. Unser Ziel ist es, die (Un-)Maglichkeiten des Lernens, des Sprechens,
des Zuhirens und des Kennenlernens von sich selbst und anderen als plurales
Selbst und als gemeinschaftliches Selbst aufzuzeigen. Wir hétten uns diesen
Text als Aufnahme unserer Stimmen gewiinscht. Zwar hétten wir auf die Kolo-
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nialsprache Spanisch zuriickgreifen miissen, aber sie hitte es uns ermoglicht,
miteinander zu reden und einander zuzuhoren. Wir sind der Ansicht, dass,
wenn das Lesen und Zuhéren zur Anerkennung und Uberwindung (undoing)
von Kolonialitit fiihrt, die bis heute den Ausgangspunkt des akademischen

Schreibens, der Disziplinen und des Feminismus darstellt, dass dann unsere
Geschichte auch die Ihre wird.
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