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ABSTRACT	OF	THE	DISSERTATION	
	
	

Break	Down	Borders:	Translocal	Intimacies	in	Contemporary	San	Diego///Tijuana	Border	
Activisms	

	
by	
	
	

Leslie	Quintanilla	
	
	

Doctor	of	Philosophy	in	Ethnic	Studies	
	
	

University	of	California,	San	Diego,	2019	
	
	

Professor	Fatima	El-Tayeb,	Chair	
	
	

My	dissertation	considers	how	the	field	of	border	studies	within	Ethnic	Studies	is	

inherently	both	transnational	and	interdisciplinary.	Specifically,	my	dissertation	expands	

the	study	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	by	focusing	on	diasporic	art	activisms	(artivism)	and	

translocal	social	movement	organizing	in	the	San	Diego///Tijuana	border	region	against	

global	settler	colonialism,	heteropatriarchy,	environmental	racism,	and	climate	change.	
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Introduction	
“Progressive	social	movements	do	not	simply	produce	statistics	and	narratives	of	
oppression;	rather,	the	best	ones	do	what	great	poetry	always	does:	transport	us	to	
another	place,	compel	us	to	relive	horrors	and,	more	importantly,	enable	us	to	imagine	a	
new	society.”1	
	
My	Story	

	 Out	of	all	the	types	of	organizing	and	on-the-ground	movement	work	I	have	been	

involved	with	for	more	than	half	my	life,	the	Central	American	exodus,	the	caravan,	hit	me	

the	hardest.	Here	I	was,	prepared	as	an	organizer	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border,	to	take	

on	what	both	the	United	States	and	Mexican	state	could	not—creating	and	providing	

emergency	and	immediate	infrastructures	of	care	(food,	water,	clothes,	medics,	and	

healers)	with	the	network	I	had	been	organizing	with	for	many	years.	However,	I	was	not	

prepared	to	see	the	border	in	a	different	way.	For	the	first	time,	I	saw	the	militarization	and	

violence	of	the	border	attacking	my	own	community.	As	a	second-generation	Salvadoran,	

whose	parents	escaped	the	Civil	War	in	El	Salvador	in	the	1980s,	I	was	face-to-face	with	the	

people	my	parents	left	behind,	who	had	trekked	months	from	El	Salvador,	Guatemala,	

Honduras,	and	Nicaragua,	to	come	to	the	United	States.	Here	they	were,	in	Tijuana,	thirty	

minutes	from	my	house.		

	 As	I	helped	pro-bono	lawyers	in	Tijuana	to	process	the	first,	and	relatively	smaller,	

caravan	in	March	2018,	I	felt	overwhelming	incompetence	and	powerlessness	in	my	ability	

to	help	my	community	achieve	its	goal:	seek	asylum	in	the	United	States.	All	I	could	do	was	

intake	their	documents,	scan	them,	read	them	a	list	of	preventative	measures	so	that	parent	

and	child	would	not	be	separated	once	detained,	and	move	on	to	the	next	person.	Some	

cried	in	fear	of	the	separation.	I	cried	when	I	crossed	back	home.		
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	 In	October,	November,	and	December	of	2018,	the	image	of	the	7,000	people	caravan	

from	Central	America	gained	hypervisibility	in	the	media.	The	“invasion”	of	Central	

Americans	rallied	the	most	viral	anti-Central	American	racism	from	both	white	

supremacists	and	Mexicans	alike.	Tijuana	became	a	refugee	camp.	The	impossible	task	of	

humanitarian	aid	for	7,000	people	was	in	the	hands	of	the	autonomous	few—those	of	us	

who	were	able	to	facilitate	networks	of	groups	and	individuals	to	funnel	resources	to	the	

Central	American	people.	Still,	this	was	not	enough	and	functioned	only	as	a	band-aid	to	the	

larger	issue:	how	can	we,	organizers	and	activists	in	this	region,	really	make	a	structural	

shift	where	the	border	does	not	become	a	death-sentence	for	Central	Americans,	but	a	

structure	that	we	are	able	to	dent,	to	dismantle,	and	even	take	down?	Throughout	this	

dissertation	I	consider	the	(im)possibility	of	structural	shifts	at	the	border,	intersectional	

activism	that	considers	the	entangled	relationships	between	people	of	color,	as	well	as	what	

decolonial	feminism	looks	like	in	the	contemporary	moment.	

	 The	day	the	border	was	shut	down,	November	25th	2018,	I	believed	the	border	could	

fall.	At	the	same	time,	I	saw	the	logistical,	dangerous,	and	behemoth	task	that	it	takes	to	

dismantle	the	border-military-prison	industrial	complex.	I	heard	the	shots	go	off,	I	saw	the	

helicopters	roaming	above	our	heads,	and	I	saw	and	smelled	the	tear	gas	blowing	our	way.	

The	border	patrol	was	heavily	armed	and	dispersing	people	from	both	the	Tijuana	and	San	

Diego-side	away	from	the	wall.	I	felt	like	I	was	in	a	movie—the	performance	of	violent	

militarization	on	behalf	of	the	United	States	felt	utterly	ridiculous.	Guns,	helicopters,	and	

the	impending	doom	of	incarceration	in	the	detention	centers	that	await	those	attempting	

to	cross	here.	But	this	is	what	it	looked	like,	what	it	sounded	like,	and	what	it	smelled	like	
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for	the	United	States	to	flex	its	power.	And	my	community	on	the	other	side	was	the	target	

of	that	power	and	performance.		

	 I	start	by	writing	my	memory	of	this	moment,	before	it	fades	away.	I	want	for	this	

snapshot	of	the	U.S.///Mexico	border’s	continuous	fortification,	militarization,	and	

targeting	of	Central	Americans	to	be	my	stepping-stone	into	why	I	am	writing	this	

dissertation	on	the	various	communities	and	diasporas	who	are	organizing	against	borders.	

The	U.S.-Mexico	border	and	literature	about	the	border	have	been	key	to	understanding	the	

legacies	of	settler	colonialism,	imperialism,	and	capitalism	in	the	region.	Yet,	what	the	

mainstream	understands	the	border	to	signify	is	a	simplistic	protection	of	the	United	States	

from	its	southern	“neighbor”	and	its	inhabitants.	I	understand,	see,	and	experience	the	U.S.-

Mexico	border,	and	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	in	particular,	as	a	site	to	understand	the	

many	diasporic	communities’	histories	of	oppression,	but	most	importantly,	I	understand	it	

as	a	site	of	resistance	and	regeneration	amongst	multiple	global	south	diasporas	in	the	

region.	The	border	has	been	a	tremendous	avenue	through	which	I	understand	cross-

community	organizing,	and	a	material	manifestation	of	what	liberation	can	look	like:	its	

banishment.		

San	Diego///Tijuana	Borders	

	 There	are	many	things	that	I	love	about	San	Diego/Tijuana,	Kumeyaay	territory.	The	

usual	markers	of	San	Diego	life	that	many	people,	especially	tourists	enjoy,	such	as	the	

beaches,	the	relatively	low	traffic	(in	comparison	to	Los	Angeles),	California	burritos,	TJ	

tacos	and	music	scenes,	and	overall	“chill”	life	under	the	sun.	For	me,	though,	what	makes	

me	love	this	place	and	what	has	kept	me	rooted	in	the	region	is	its	community	of	activists,	

organizers,	teachers,	students,	and	organizations	that,	for	many	years,	have	continued	to	
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work	towards	various	ideas	and	manifestations	of	freedom	beyond	structures	of	

oppression	that	are	spread	throughout	this	space.	Throughout,	I	center	the	organizing	work	

of	organizations	and	collectives	such	as	Mujeres	en	Resistancia,	Center	for	Interdisciplinary	

Environmental	Justice,	Environmental	Health	Coalition,	Enero	Zapatista	organizing	

committee,	as	well	as	art	spaces	such	as	Bomba	and	Son	Jarocho	collectives.	

My	aim	for	this	dissertation	is	to	show	that	women	of	color,	scientists,	grassroots	

collectives	of	diasporic	communities,	at	the	U.S.///Mexico	border,	are	intentionally	building	

translocal	connections	with	other	borderland	activists	and	artivists	to	demonstrate	the	

dream	of	a	borderless	world,	with	land	and	water	autonomy.	I	show	two	ways	that	activist	

organizers	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	region	are	making	translocal	connections,	where	local	

movements	create	and	maintain	global	networks.	In	the	first	two	chapters,	I	analyze	the	

translocality	of	Zapatismo	within	San	Diego’s	Enero	Zapatista	artivism	and	Mujeres	en	

Resistencia’s	collaborative	performance	with	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour	at	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border.	I	see	how	local	artivist	movements	play	out	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	

region	as	extensions	of	trans-diasporic	struggles.	In	the	next	two	chapters,	I	analyze	the	

context	of	environmental	justice	organizing	in	the	border	region,	where	feminist	science	is	

a	material	analysis	and	praxis	against	border	pollution	in	San	Diego/Tijuana.	I	look	at	a	

small	sector	of	the	environmental	justice	movement	in	San	Diego	as	it	looks	for	local	

solutions	to	environmental	racism,	but	I	also	look	at	the	limitations	of	environmental	

justice	and	green	energy	discourses.	So,	I	also	focus	on	a	form	of	environmental	justice	that	

is	based	on	indigenous	knowledge	that	goes	beyond	improving	the	nation	through	green	

sustainability	discourses	and	instead,	questions	whether	any	environmental	justice	project	

can	co-exist	with	borders.		Therefore,	when	analyzing	the	border	region’s	response	to	
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climate	change	with	the	false	solution	of	corporate	greenwashing,	I	connect	the	

consequences	of	the	green	technology	industry	with	zero-emission	vehicles	that	destroy	

indigenous	lands	in	the	transandean	border	region	of	Chile/Argentina.					

	 In	this	dissertation,	I	connote	the	importance	of	understanding	the	U.S.///Mexico	

border	as	an	on-going	borderization	and	fortification	process	by	marking	the	amount	of	

physical	barriers	that	exist	in	a	given	geography	as	a	result	of	an	ongoing-anti	global	south	

discourse.	The	borderization	of	Kumeyaay	territory	has	been	a	continuous	process	since	

1848	and	the	physical	manifestations	of	borders,	fences,	and	walls	can	be	seen	as	material	

power	plays	by	the	U.S.	nation-state	against	various	communities	from	the	global	south.		To	

mark	the	multiplicity	of	borders	that	currently	exist	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	

region,	I	take	inspiration	from	Roberto	D.	Hernandez’s	work	in	Coloniality	of	the	U.S.///	

Mexico	Border,	where	he	marks	a	visual	protest	against	the	“triple-fence	strategy”	that	

started	with	Operation	Gatekeeper	in	San	Ysidro.	I	expand	this	protest	to	include	the	

physical	barriers	that	preceded	Operation	Gatekeeper	to	include	the	fences	that	my	

parents’	generation	had	to	overcome	in	order	to	get	to	the	United	States.	From	1978-1980,	

under	the	Carter	administration,	fencing	and	wiring	started	to	take	place	in	high-traffic	

urban	areas	as	a	response	to	the	political	moment’s	hysteria	to	mass	migrations	from	Cuba	

and	Haiti.	Scholar	Timothy	Dunn	explains	in	The	Militarization	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	Border	

1978-1992,	that	

Sections	of	10-foot-high	chain-link	fence	(the	so-called	tortilla	curtain)	
erected	on	the	border	in	areas	with	high	rates	of	undocumented	crossings.	
These	sections	of	fence	were	constructed	as	an	upgrade	and	expansion	of	
previous	fences	in	portions	of	the	El	Paso,	Chula	Vista	(San	Diego),	Yuma,	and	
Tucson	Border	Patrol	sectors.2	
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This	chain-link	fence	was	then	expanded	in	1991,	under	the	Bush	administration,	with	

another	“10-foot	high	wall	of	thin	corrugated	steel	along	seven	miles	of	the	border	from	the	

ocean	inland,	between	San	Diego	and	Tijuana	in	the	Chula	Vista	Border	Patrol	Sector.”3	This	

particular	borderization	process	was	a	direct	response	to	the	criminalization	of	Central	

American	migration.	The	inland	wall	would	then	be	expanded	into	the	ocean	waters	in	

2011.	Subsequent	fencing	under	Clinton	and	Bush	Jr.	administrations	formed	what	became	

known	as	secondary	and	tertiary	fencing	via	Operation	Gatekeeper	(1996)	and	Secure	

Fence	Act	(2006).		

	

	
Figure	1.	Map	showing	3	borders	in	San	Diego///Tijuana	

	 	
	 In	one	stretch	of	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border,	behind	Plaza	de	las	Americas,	there’s	

a	section	that	includes	four	barriers.	Although	some	see	this	infrastructure	as	an	exception4,	

rather	than	a	rule,	and	is	attributed	to	the	Tijuana	Riverbed	bend,	I	see	this	quadruple-layer	

as	an	important	vortex	where	I	witnessed	the	U.S.	Border	Patrol	shoot	rubber	bullets	and	

tear-gas	against	Central	Americans	in	2018.	I	say	vortex	because	the	ways	in	which	

U.S.//Central	American	migrants//Mexico	entrapment	occurred	that	day	was	possible	

because	of	the	particular	mapping	of	border-prison-military	infrastructures	on	that	piece	of	

land.		
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Figure	2.	Map	showing	4	border	fences	in	San	Diego////Tijuana	

	 Anti-terrorist	securitization,	stemming	from	post-9/11	Islamophobia	and	anti-Arab	

racism,	have	further	militarization	of	the	borders	in	San	Diego/Tijuana,	have	resources	

such	as	surveillance	technologies	and	Border	Patrol	staffing.	At	Otay	Mesa	Detention	Center,	

which	is	privately	owned	by	CoreCivic	and	contracts	directly	with	ICE,	it	is	not	unusual	to	

find	detainees	who	are	from	Syria,	Haiti,	Honduras,	El	Salvador,	Guatemala,	India,	Ghana,	

and	China.5	The	California	Department	of	Justice	put	out	a	report	that	outlined	the	numbers	

from	several	detention	centers	in	California,	and	in	San	Diego	specifically,	it	states	that	

“from	October	2015	to	October	2018,	Otay	Mesa	housed	a	total	of	22,243	detainees	from	

112	countries	of	origin.”6	Since	the	Central	American	Caravan’s	arrival	in	late	2018,	I	am	

certain	the	numbers	have	risen.		

	 The	U.S.///Mexico	borders	divides	Kumeyaay	territory,	and	its	people,	into	two:	

Kumeyaay	in	San	Diego	and	Kumiai	in	Baja	California.	San	Diego	has	18	Indian	

Reservations,	the	most	of	any	other	county	in	the	United	States.7	Due	to	two	nation-states	

built	upon	indigenous	lands,	Kumeyaay	and	Kumiai	communities	have	done	much	to	

uphold	relations,	language,	and	cultural	traditions	in	the	region.	Due	to	the	border-prison-

military	industrial	complexes	violence	in	the	city,	there	is	also	a	long	history	of	political	
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struggle	with	non-Kumeyaay/Kumiai	communities.	For	the	past	two	years	from	2017-2019,	

I	have	seen	the	tremendous,	albeit	never	sufficient,	response	to	humanitarian	crises	in	

Tijuana	as	it	concerns	the	recent	refugee	arrivals	of	Haitian	and	Central	American	refugees.	

On	this	side	of	the	border,	San	Diego	has	been	a	current	site	of	white	supremacist	terror,	

like	that	seen	at	Chicano	Park,	Barrio	Logan,	where	local	community	members	and	

organizations	challenged	and	pushed	out	white	supremacist	inciters	from	the	park	in	

2017.8	These	are	just	some	snippets	of	context	for	why	people	of	color	are	organizing	for	

black,	brown,	and	indigenous	lives	in	San	Diego/Tijuana.	

	 For	people	of	color	who	organize	in	this	region,	we	know	how	small	the	community	

actually	is	and	this	is	why	I	have	found	the	intimacy,	relationship-building,	trust,	and	

rootedness	in	each	other,	that	has	taught	me	the	biggest	lessons	about	organizing.	There	is	

a	long	history	of	activist	formation	in	the	border	region	that	is	both	intersectional	and	

translocal,	built	upon	a	foundation	that	depends	on	a	praxis	of	relation-building.	I	chose	to	

write	this	dissertation	on	a	few	aspects	of	relation-building,	within	specific	spaces	and	

groups	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	because	it	is	those	relations	that	have	

sustained	my	own	activist	praxis	and	my	own	involvement	in	movement	spaces.	Zapatismo,	

in	particular,	as	a	technology	rooted	in	indigenous	practices,	has	allowed	me	to	see	the	

various	ways	that	different	community	collectives	and	individuals	are	practicing	forms	of	

autonomy,	self-determination,	and	mobilization	against	structures	of	oppression	in	this	

region.9	Grace	Lee	Boggs,	in	the	The	Next	American	Revolution:	Sustainable	Activism	for	the	

Twenty-First	Century,	writes	

In	the	light	of	our	historical	experiences	and	thanks	especially	to	the	
indigenous	cultures	that	the	Zapatistas	have	revealed	to	us,	we	are	beginning	
to	understand	that	the	world	is	always	being	made	and	never	finished;	that	
activism	can	be	the	journey	rather	than	arrival;	that	struggle	doesn’t	always	
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have	to	be	confrontational	but	can	take	the	form	of	reaching	out	to	find	
common	ground	with	the	many	‘others’	in	our	society	who	are	also	seeking	
ways	out	from	alienation,	isolation,	privatization,	and	dehumanization	by	
corporate	globalization.10		

Given	my	longtime	involvement	in	several	collectives	and	movements,	which	include	joint-

struggle	organizing	within	Zapatista,	land/water,	Palestinian,	Central	American,	black,	

indigenous,	and	environmental	organizing,	I	write	this	introduction	to	lay	the	foundation	

about	the	continous	and	intricate	dedication	that	many	people	have	given	to	movement-

building	in	the	region	for	the	past	20	years.		

Frameworks	and	Methods:	Artivism,	Translocality,	and	Praxis	

	 When	the	giant	baby	billboard,	“Kikito”,	was	erected	on	the	Tecate-side	of	the	U.S.-

Mexico	border,	many	articles	around	the	world	hailed	it	as	a	hyper-symbol	of	resistance	art	

against	borders.11	The	image	is	of	a	child	looking	over	the	border	into	the	U.S.-side,	as	if	to	

critique	the	very	discourse	of	the	“illegal	alien”/“rapist”	trope	that	Donald	Trump	has	

eschewed	all	throughout	his	campaign	and	to	humanize	the	innocent	migrants,	via	the	

child,	crossing	into	the	United	States.	The	artist	is	from	Paris	and	he	came	to	the	

Tijuana/San	Diego	border	to	build	this	giant	art	piece	as	a	form	of	resistance	against	

borders	by	centering	the	innocence	of	migrant	crossing-	the	opposite	imaginary	for	the	

“criminal	migrant”	trope.	Although	I	align	with	his	political	intentions	to	disrupt	colonial	

borders	by	humanizing	those	monster	subjects	that	are	criminalized	and	consequently	

incarcerated/deported	via	the	state	regime,	I	am	concerned	how	this	piece	of	art	is	

standing	in	as	a	representation	of	contemporary	U.S.	border	art	as	a	whole.		

	 I	have	lived	and	politically	organized	in	San	Diego	for	over	ten	years	and	in	my	

experience	as	a	member	of	different	collectives	and	organizations,	I	have	an	issue	with	the	

larger	practice	of	media	representation	and	veneration	of	spectacular	parachute	activism	
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(or	parachute	artivism	in	this	case)-	when	artists	or	activists	land	in	another	place/city	for	

a	temporary	moment	only	to	(momentarily)	showcase	their	art/activism	and	leave	without	

consideration	of	local	(possibly	negative)	impacts.	When	this	giant	baby	billboard	became	

the	stand-in	symbol	for	border	resistance	art,	there	is	an	implicit	hierarchy	of	value	that	is	

created	-	one	that	puts	the	hypervisual,	hyperbolic,	spectacle	at	the	top,	and	the	quieter,	

slower,	and	intimate	at	the	bottom.	When	there	is	a	vast	network	of	visual	artists,	dancers,	

poets,	and	writers	who	have	been	creating	artivist	projects	that	have	critiqued	and	resisted	

the	border	landscape	for	years,	the	women	of	color	artivists	are	usually	the	least	visible.	In	

the	case	of	San	Diego/Tijuana,	art	that	is	considered	resistance/art	has	usually	centered	

around	the	geography’s	concern	for	the	Mexican/Chicano	subject	(i.e.	Chicano	Park)	and	

the	artists	that	have	stemmed	from	that	movement	have	been,	for	the	most	part,	Chicano	

men.		

	 Specifically	in	this	moment	when	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	has	become	a	political	

forefront,	I	consider	the	border	as	a	strategic	place	to	understand	how	the	long-standing	

movements	of	women	of	color	artivists	have	created	resistance	strategies	against	the	

border,	prior	to	“Kikito”,	and	also,	have	they	have	shown	the	possibilities	of	translocal	

connections	amongst	border	women	of	color	artivists	to	envision	a	world	without	borders	

through	the	manifestation	of	their	art.	Activists	along	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	are	bringing	

up	various	other	border	issues	that	stem	from	colonialism,	imperialism,	and	capitalism.	In	

this	process	of	transnational	connections	forming	through	discourse,	there	is	also	an	on-

the-ground	connections	amongst	activists	to	learn	resistance	strategies	from	each	other	

across	disparate	geographies.	And	it	is	here	where	I	start	my	intervention	in	analyzing	the	
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existing	possibilities	and	imaginaries	of	a	world	beyond	borders	through	the	artivism	of	

women	of	color	borderland	hopefuls	and	dreamers.			

	 Throughout	the	first	half	of	my	dissertation,	I	understand	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	

organizing	through	the	framework	of	translocality.	Fatima	El-Tayeb,	Ethnic	Studies	scholar	

and	activist,	explains	the	translocal	in	the	context	of	European	of	color	activism,	specifically	

within	hip-hop	communities	in	European	Others:	Queering	Ethnicity	in	Postnational	Europe.	

She	states	that	“border-crossing	translocal	networks”	are	“based	on	common	interests	and	

experiences	rather	than	shared	ethnic	or	national	origin.”12	It	makes	sense,	then,	that	in	San	

Diego/Tijuana,	where	the	world’s	busiest	border	region	is	also	home	to	one	of	the	largest	

migrant	and	refugee	communities	in	the	United	States,	there	also	exist	politicized	space	of	

cross-diasporic	activism	and	organizing.	Here,	translocal	networks	of	activism	extend	each	

others’	political	contexts	to	each	other	for	a	transdiasporic	organizing	against	San	

Diego/Tijuana’s	BPM’s	violence	against	their	communities.	By	doing	this,	organizing	

together,	across	generations,	languages,	and	geopolitical	contexts,	they	undercut	the	very	

goal	of	BPM’s	regime	to	normalize	violence.	Joseph	Nevins,	author	of	Operation	Gatekeeper	

and	Beyond:	The	War	on	“Illegals”	and	Remaking	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	Boundary,	explains	that	

the	existence	of	these	border	“lines”	are	new,	that	are	“shaping	the	very	ways	in	which	we	

view	the	world	and	our	fellow	human	beings.”13	The	magnificent	type	of	organizing	

happening	in	the	examples	that	I	take	up	in	this	dissertation,	show	the	intimately	

intentional	methods	that	diasporas	are	learning	from	each	other,	to	organize	against	these	

very	lines	of	control,	and	are	forming	autonomous	communities	of	co-learning	to	imagine	a	

world	of	liberation.	Thus,	I	focus	the	first	part	of	this	dissertation	on	translocal	organizing	

and	art	as	activism,	artivism,	because	I	see	cultural	production	and	relation-building	as	
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necessary	sites	to	analyze	activist	imaginations	and	practices	towards	a	world	beyond	the	

nation-state’s	various	co-constitutive	systems	of	oppression-	like	the	border-prison-

military	industrial	complexes.		

	 When	I	talk	about	artivism,	I	mean	to	connote	the	embeddedness	of	

activism/resistance/communal	struggles	within	the	process	and	product	of	art	projects	

themselves.	I	am	borrowing	the	term	artivism	from	Chela	Sandoval	and	Guisela	Latorre	who	

define	it	as	a	“hybrid	neologism	that	signifies	work	created	by	individuals	who	see	an	

organic	relationship	between	art	and	activism.”14	They	extend	their	analysis	of	Chicana/o	

artivism	in	particular,	by	saying	that	it	“expresses	a	consciousness	aware	of	conflicting	and	

meshing	identities	and	uses	these	to	create	new	angles	of	vision	to	challenge	oppressive	

modes	of	thinking…	a	form	of	political	activism	that	seeks	egalitarian	alliances	and	

connections	across	difference.”15	In	other	words,	Chicana/o	artivists	are	resisting	

oppressive	modes	of	thinking	through	their	art,	while	envisioning	new	alliances	and	

connections.	In	addition,	I	am	focusing	on	diasporic	and	women	of	color	artivism	within	the	

context	of	U.S.	women	of	color	activism	that	has	utilized	culture	as	a	site	of	imagination	

beyond	the	limits	of	nationalist	movements.	In	Aberrations	in	Black:	Toward	a	queer	of	color	

critique,	Roderick	Ferguson	explains	that		

U.S.	women	of	color	feminism	helped	to	designate	the	imagination	as	a	social	
practice	under	contemporary	globalization.	In	a	moment	in	which	national	
liberation	movements	and	western	nation-states	disfranchised	women	of	
color	and	queer	of	color	subjects,	culture,	for	those	groups,	became	the	
obvious	scene	of	alternative	agency.	In	the	process,	these	subjects	
reformatted	culture	as	a	site	of	oppositional	agency	that	eschewed	
nationalism,	rather	than	facilitated	it.	Culture	became	the	field	from	which	to	
imaginatively	work	against	the	disfranchisements	of	nationalism	and	the	
debilities	of	global	capital.16	
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Within	this	genealogy	of	women	of	color	activism,	I	extend	the	importance	of	culture	as	an	

important	alternate	site	of	agency	that,	throughout	this	dissertation,	women	of	color	and	

transdiasporic	communities	employ	to	organize	against	the	violent	BPM	triad	in	San	

Diego/Tijuana.		

	 An	analysis	of	feminist	artivism	at	the	border	also	expands	what	I	mean	by	“women	

of	color	feminism”	at	the	border	specifically.	I	borrow	from	Chandra	Mohanty	who	

elaborates	on	an	explanation	of	“women	of	color”	as	a	term	that	“designates	a	political	

constituency,	not	a	biological	or	even	sociological	one…	What	seems	to	constitute	‘women	

of	color’	or	‘Third	World	women’	as	a	viable	oppositional	alliance	is	a	common	context	of	

struggle	rather	than	color	or	racial	identifications.”17	I	hinge	my	analysis	of	women	of	color	

artivism	on	such	“common	context	of	struggle”,	where	various	women	of	color	are	locating	

their	art	not	through	ethnic	or	racial	markers	(i.e.:	Chicano	Art,	Mexican	Art,	etc.)	but	

locating	their	art	and	basing	their	art	through	political	constituencies	of	location.	I	analyze	

these	political	locations	that	understand	themselves	in	the	context	of	coalition,	of	what	it	

means	to	be	“feminist	women	of	color,”	as	unstable	and	constantly	in	process	of	being	

defined,	even	for	temporary	moments.		

	 Translocal	feminists	of	color	artivism	at	the	border	region,	is	a	critique	to	the	nation	

through	joint-struggle	movements.	For	this	reason,	I	highlight,	analyze,	and	honor	the	work	

of	women	of	color	and	transdiasporic	communities	who	have,	over	the	years,	created	

spaces	and	places	of	artivist	resistance	against	borders	broadly,	and	against	the	U.S.-Mexico	

border	specifically.	From	2013-2018,	I	have	been	a	part	of	the	all-women	of	color	dance	

group,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	which	has	informed	most	of	my	artivist	resistance	against	

the	U.S.-Mexico	border	and	has	informed	my	own	growth	as	a	creator,	performer,	and	
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activist	at/against	the	border.		I	consider	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	artivism	in	their	

performance	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	that	helps	us	consider	how	women	of	color	

artivists	engage	critiques	of	the	border	through	translocal	frameworks	and	networks.	The	

idea	of	making	oneself	legible,	through	artivism,	in	relationship	to	other	legible	locations	of	

“women	of	color”	is	what	I	understand	as,	what	Maria	Lugones	calls,	“world”-travelling.	To	

understand	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	as	playing	with	the	border’s	instability	is	to	understand	

the	process	of	“world”-travelling	as	“a	matter	of	necessity	and	survival”,	particularly	for	

women	that	Lugones	names	as	“outside	the	mainstream	of,	for	example,	the	US	dominant	

construction	or	organization	of	life.”18	I	have	also	been	a	part	of	the	Enero	Zapatista	

organizing	committee,	working	within	several	roles	throughout	the	years	as	MC,	stage	

manager,	and	performer	where	“world”-travelling	has	also	allowed	different	diasporic	

communities	to	speak	with	each	other	through	artivism.		

	 In	the	second	part	of	this	dissertation,	I	extend	my	focus	of	translocal	activism	to	an	

analysis	of	the	utility	of	feminist	science	within	environmental/climate	justice	and	

Indigenous	movements.	While	focusing	on	radical	scientists	who	study	climate	change	at	

the	border	region,	I	outline	the	important	contributions	of	community	scientists,	primarily	

women	of	color	migrants,	who	are	actively	researching	and	pushing	policies	in	San	Diego	to	

combat	environmental	racism	in	toxic	air	statistics.	In	addition,	I	critique	the	limits	of	

environmental	justice	activism	through	an	analysis	of	science,	green-washing,	and	cultural	

production.	Sometimes	social	justice	futures,	and	movements	that	fight	against	structures	

of	oppression,	still	look	like	a	settler	futures,	particularly	when,	currently,	environmental	

justice	movements	are	pushing	for	climate	change	remediations	via	the	Green	New	Deal	

and	green	technologies	that	are,	in	essence,	extractive	capitalist	ventures.19	Following	heed	
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from	Eve	Tuck	and	K.	Wayne	Yang,	I	agree	that	“antiracist,	feminist,	and	environmental	

justice	work	are	not	automatically	the	opposite	of	settler	colonialism.	Decolonization	might	

be	incommensurable	with	projects	more	generally	thought	as	social	justice.”20	This	is	why	I	

analyze	the	work	within	the	Center	for	Interdisciplinary	Environmental	Justice	in	San	Diego	

(CIEJ),	which	I	co-founded,	as	a	space	that	is	not	doing	social	justice	or	environmental	

justice	work,	but	instead	is	building	translocal	relationships	in	service	of	indigenous	

communities’	material	protection	of	land	and	water.		Currently,	communities	in	the	

“Lithium	Triangle”,	Chile/Argetina/Bolivia,	are	being	destroyed	for	corporate	mining	profits	

and	green	futurity	through	lithium	batteries	for	electric	vehicles.	I	see	traditional	western	

science	as	extractive	and	in	service	of	capital.	However,	for	those	of	us,	members	of	CIEJ	

who	are	trained	western	scientists,	we	aim	to	subvert	and	utilize	scientific	knowledge	as	a	

skill	that	is	materially	useful	for	resistance	movements.	Part	of	that	process	requires	having	

a	feminist	framework	through	which	to	understand	the	systems	of	oppression	that	

positivist	science	has	perpetuated.	At	the	same	time,		

…the	sciences	need	to	legitimate	within	scientific	research,	as	a	part	of	
scientific	practice,	critical	examination	of	historical	values	and	interests	that	
may	be	so	shared	within	the	scientific	community,	so	invested	by	the	very	
constitution	of	this	and	that	field	of	study,	that	they	will	not	show	up	as	a	
cultural	bias	between	experiments	or	between	research	communities.21	

	
Therefore,	we	are	materially	reconfiguring	tools	and	methods,	used	in	the	academic	science	

laboratories,	and	understanding	this	process	as	a	feminist	science	method	that	is	

essentially	anti-extraction	and	in	the	service	of	indigenous	protections	of	lands	and	waters.	

Temporally	differentiating	the	settler	colonial	structure	that	is	the	United	States’	

occupation	of	indigenous	lands	in	the	Northern	hemisphere,	I	see	indigenous	struggle	

against	lithium-mining	in	the	Coyo	and	Kolla	lands,	the	communities	with	whom	CIEJ	is	in	
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relation	and	solidarity,	as	essentially	anti-colonial	and	preventing	a	future	struggle	that	

would	be	decolonial	in	nature,	such	as	the	one	within	which	we	temporally	live	under	in	

San	Diego.	In	essence,	CIEJ	is	aligned	with	the	struggle	to	prevent	further	state	

encroachment	on	otherwise	autonomous	indigenous	lands	and	I	understand	CIEJ’s	

solidarity	through	the	use	of	decolonial	feminist	science.		

	 My	dissertation	is	a	critical	intervention	in	the	fields	of	Ethnic	Studies,	Critical	

Gender	Studies,	Cultural	Studies	and	Environmental	Studies	from	a	translocal	feminist	of	

color	perspective.	Ethnic	studies	has	always	been	transnational	and	translocal	since	its	

formation	within	the	Third	World	Liberation	Front	in	San	Francisco	State	University	where	

minoritized	communities	in	the	U.S.	examined	their	routed/rooted	positionalities	as	

diasporas	in	relation	to	each	other	as	a	launching	point	for	the	fight	for	Ethnic	Studies	in	the	

academy.22	Thus,	this	dissertation	also	examines	the	rooted/routedness	of	the	position	of	

woman	of	color	and	diasporic	artvism	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	I	will	not	use	“the	nation	as	

the	framework	within	which	one	can	study	things,”23	but	instead	I	trouble	the	stability	of	

the	nation	through	an	analysis	of	the	border	as	a	site	where	translocal	resistances	are	

launched.	Since	the	nation,	in	this	case	two	geopolitical	nations	of	United	States	and	Mexico,	

must	be	put	into	question,	a	translocal	analysis	of	the	current	political	border	conjuncture	

provides	us	with	a	more	nuanced	understanding	of	artivist	praxis.	I	want	to	continue	to	

question	the	idea	of	“nation”	in	a	geographic	region	that	reads	as	“binational”	yet,	on	the	

ground,	activists/artist	de-center	the	nation-state	itself	as	praxis	towards	liberation	from	a	

multitude	of	state	oppressions.	By	this,	I	expand	an	analysis	of	the	translocality,	the	de-

centering	of	two	nation-states	and	centering	of	cross-communal	movements,	by	focusing	on	
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woman	of	color	artivism	and	cross-diasporic	relationship	building	as	sites	through	which	

translocality	is	politicized.	

	 Within	and	beyond	the	groups	and	individuals	I	engage	with	as	an	organizer,	I	have	

been	able	to	form	intimate	and	loving	relationships	with	other	artivists,	at	the	local	and	

global	level,	who	have	similar	politics	of	anti-colonial	resistance,	feminist	of	color	

frameworks,	and	anti-state	ambitions	for	a	world	without	heteropatriarchal	borders.	

Because	of	these	relationships,	I	see	the	importance	of	understanding	a	network	of	

activists/artivists	that,	not	only	exist	at	the	border	region,	but	are	creating	pieces	of	art	that	

have	imagined	and	practiced	a	new	social	fabric	beyond	borders,	not	just	produced	pieces	

of	art	that	critique	structures	of	oppression.	Although	there	are	many	artivists	who	live	and	

create	wonderful	political	works	of	art	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	I	focus	on	

those	with	whom	I	have	been	able	to	co-create	spaces	and	projects.	

Chapter	Snapshots	

	 Throughout	the	dissertation,	I	consider	the	important	site	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	

region,	San	Diego/Tijuana	specifically,	due	to	its	unique	geography	as	a	back-and-forth	

binational	interaction	across	multiple	racialized/gendered/sexualized	projects	from	above	

(the	nation)	and	below	(grassroots	movements)	(citation).	There	is	a	special	interplay	

between	the	way	that	activists/organizers/artists	work	together	across	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	divide	as	responses	to	the	brotherhood	of	U.S.-Mexico	nation-state	

violences,	particularly	through	women	of	color	artivists	who	organize	together	despite	that	

patriarchal	brotherhood.	Although	the	current	political	backdrop	behind	this	chapter	has	

amplified	the	explicitly	racist,	sexist,	homophobic	and	classist	laws	and	regulations	that	

exist	to	exclude	Central	Americans	from	“entering”	the	United	States	through	Tijuana,	I	
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highlight	the	already	existing	responses	to	the	always	present	violences	that	have	existed	at	

the	border	before	this	political	moment.	For	decades	there	have	been	San	Diego/Tijuana	

collectives,	organizations,	and	individual	activists	who	have	fought	against	border	violences	

as	they	target	women	of	color,	migrants,	undocumented	communities,	refugees,	and	others.	

However,	many	artivists	have	yet	to	be	seen/heard	beyond	the	intimate	relations	and	

networks	within	the	region.	

	 In	chapter	one,	“The	Border	&	Decolonization:	Autonomy	in	San	Diego’s	Enero	

Zapatista,”	I	analyze	the	annual	San	Diego	series	of	artistic	and	activist	events	that	

commemorate	the	Indigenous	Zapatista	uprisings	called	Enero	Zapatista.	I	consider	the	

ways	in	which	diasporic	cross-community	organizing	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	has	

engaged	in	translocal	resistance	against	border	formations	prior	to	the	current	media	

fascination	with	the	border.	Through	archival	research,	feminist	cultural	production	

analysis,	and	oral	histories,	I	look	at	the	various	ways	that	diasporic	communities,	such	as	

Pinxy,	Palestinian,	Puerto	Rican,	and	indigenous	(Lakota	and	Kiowa),	cross	and	co-learn	

each	other’s	context	of	struggles	through	Enero	Zapatista’s	annual	infrasture.	By	analyzing	

the	strategies	of	deep	organizing	involved	at	Enero	Zapatista’s	Closing	Celebration/	

Ceremony,	I	argue	that	Enero	Zapatista	is	a	translocal	and	cross-diasporic	organizing	

against	San	Diego/Tijuana’s	triad	of	violence	with	artivism.		

	 In	the	next	chapter,	“Somos	Sur:	Translocal	Feminist	Artivism	at	the	Borders”,	my	

analysis	of	the	cultural	work	by	women	of	color	and	grassroots	artivists	expands	this	

understanding	of	artivism	as	it	pertains	to	women	of	color	located	at	the	borderlands	by	

underscoring	the	always	already	presence	of	political	translocality	in	their	art.		While	I	

agree	that	Chicana/o	artivism	“expresses	a	consciousness	aware	of	conflicting	and	meshing	
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identities”,	I	also	contend	that	women	of	color	artivists,	in	particular,	are	already	creating	

connections	across	difference	at	the	same	time	their	art	is	coming	into	its	existence.	The	

alliances	and	connections	across	difference	are	not	necessarily	a	product	of	artivist	projects	

but	are	a	crucial	part	of	the	process.	Thus,	I	am	specifically	choosing	to	examine	the	location	

of	“woman	of	color”	as	well,	in	relation	to	otherwise	ethnic-specific	locations	of	identity,	

because	of	the	politics	of	coalition	(and	thus	translocality)	that	are	embedded	within	the	

location	of	“woman	of	color”.	Woman	of	color	artivism	itself	is	exemplary	of	the	alliances	

and	connections	across	difference	that	exists	in	order	for	the	art	to	be	created	in	the	first	

place.	The	women	of	color	artivists	that	I	am	writing	about	are	not	necessarily	seeking	

“egalitarian	alliances	and	connections	across	difference”	as	an	outcome	of	their	artivism,	

but	it	is	part	of	inception	of	the	artivist	process	and	product.	The	politics	of	intentionality	

and	translocal	reading	for	many	of	the	women	of	color	artivists	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	

are	the	main	focus	of	this	chapter.		

	 Methodologically,	this	chapter	is	a	cultural,	archival,	and	oral	history	analysis	of	

performance	art.	I	engage	with	scholars	such	as	Diana	Taylor,	Jacqui	Alexander,	and	Chela	

Sandoval	to	understand	the	politics	of	resistance	in	the	live	and	visual	performances	that	

specific	organizations	and	collectives	create.	On	the	one	hand,	this	dissertation	also	

considers	the	critical	positionaility	that	I	embody	as	a	performing	artist,	organizer,	and	

activist.	I	am	simultaneously	creating	and	archiving	the	intimate	processes	and	art	

performances/projects	that	I	am	a	part	of.	Thus,	I	am	doing	oral	histories/testimonios,	to	

honor	the	relationships	I	have	woven	out	of	my	own	involvement	with	on-the-ground	

political	movements	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border.		
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	 In	chapter	three,	“The	Violence	of	Border	Toxicity:	Science	and	Activism,”	I	examine	

environmental	justice	activism	within	the	context	of	environmental	racism	and	climate	

change	along	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region.	Through	a	feminist	science	studies	

approach,	I	analyze	scientific	data	alongside	cultural	production,	testimonios,	and	on-going	

grassroots	organizing	as	important	intersectional	modes	of	border	environmental	justice	

activism.	I	analyze	the	effects	of	environmental	racism	through	toxic	vehicular	air	pollution	

at	the	San	Ysidro	port	of	entry	through	cultural	production	and	scientific	research	analysis.	

Specifically,	I	look	at	the	ways	in	which	women	of	color	academic	and	community	scientists,	

in	relation	to	women	of	color	non-profit	policy	advocates	in	the	environmental	justice	

movement,	are	cross-pollinating	knowledges	of	environmental	and	climate	justice.		

	 In	the	last	chapter,	“Protecting	Water:	Transborder	to	Transborder	Relations”	I	

analyze	the	culture	around	‘green’	technology,	especially	electric	vehicles,	as	contextualized	

within	the	structure	of	settler	colonial	patriarchy	and	commodity	fetishism	–	particularly	

settler	cosmopolitan	desires	for	zero-emission,	‘environmentally-friendly’	life-styles.	

Electric	vehicles	are	lauded	as	an	essential	climate	change	solution--but	their	lithium	

batteries	demand	ever-increasing	groundwater	extraction	in	the	driest	regions	of	the	

planet.	Lithium	mining	is	groundwater	mining.	Indigenous	communities	in	the	“lithium	

triangle”	which	spans	across	Argentina,	Bolivia,	and	Chile	have	sought	support	in	protecting	

their	sacred	waters	from	destruction.	Through	discourse	analysis	and	convivial	research,	I	

analyze	the	ways	in	which	The	Center	for	Interdisciplinary	Environmental	Justice	in	San	

Diego,	California	has	organized	to	support	Andean	Indigenous	communities	by	using	

science	and	feminist	approaches	to	translocal	solidarity	organizing	to	interrogate	the	

problematic	“green”	solutions	to	climate	change.	This	chapter	will	focus	on	the	urgent	need	
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for	decolonial	and	feminist	frameworks	as	interventions	and	disruptions	to	contemporary	

capitalist	discourses	on	climate	change	solutions.	
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Chapter	1	
	

The	Border	&	Decolonization:	
Autonomy	in	San	Diego’s	Enero	Zapatista	

	
	

Introduction:	My	Story	

January	is	my	favorite	month	in	San	Diego.	It	is	the	time	of	the	year	when	I	get	to	see	

everyone	I	love	on	a	consistent	basis	and	on	an	intentional,	dreaming-together,	resisting-

together,	learning-together	basis.	Ever	since	2005,	Enero	Zapatista	has	been	a	month	

where	different	grassroots	and	autonomous	organizations	and	individuals,	like	Colectivo	

Zapatista,	KmB	Pro-People	Movement,	IndyMedia,	Party	for	Socialist	Liberation,	

International	Socialist	Organization,	Palestinian	Youth	Movement,	AnakBayan	San	Diego,	

Code	Pink,	Peace	and	Dignity	Journeys,	Association	of	Raza	Educators,	MEChAs	from	

different	campuses,	among	others,	create	a	month-long	series	of	events	to	commemorate	

the	1994	indigenous	peasant	Zapatista	uprising	in	Chiapas,	Mexico.	This	is	the	time	where	

all	my	favorite	conversations	take	place	with	my	favorite	people	in	San	Diego.	And	the	place	

to	be,	always,	for	myself	and	my	deepest	relations,	is	at	the	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	event	

that	happens	at	the	end	of	the	month.	Many	event	pages	and	flyers	sometimes	name	the	

event	a	“Closing	Celebration”	or	“Closing	Ceremony”,	and	colloquially	many	folks	use	both	

terms	to	connote	the	event,	especially	articulating	it	as	just	“the	closing.”	I	always	call	it	the	

“Closing	Ceremony”	that	marks	the	end	of	the	month-long	series	of	events	and	it	brings	

together	musical	performances,	poetry	readings,	dance	presentations,	local	food	and	

artisanal	vendors,	and	visual	artists.		

Every	time	I	walk	into	the	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza	for	the	Closing	Ceremony,	

either	to	set	up	for	the	event,	run	through	the	logistics	with	the	stage	manager,	check-in	the	
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vendors,	or	do	a	mic	check	for	my	performances,	I	always	feel	a	sense	of	awe	and	wonder	of	

the	beautiful	feelings	I	know	I	will	feel	for	the	night.	The	Art	Gallery	at	the	Centro	is	full	of	

inspiring	paintings,	sketches,	photography,	all	commemorating,	in	some	abstract	or	explicit	

manner,	the	Zapatistas	and/or	their	teachings.	The	chairs	are	all	set	up	to	greet	members	of	

the	community	to	watch	the	performance	line-up,	where,	year	after	year,	the	sets	have	

gotten	more	diverse,	multi-lingual	and	translocal.	The	vendors	are	also	part	of	the	event,	

where	local	soap/jewelry/medicine/clothe-makers	set	up	their	tables	to	sell	their	

merchandise,	as	well	as	where	local	musicians,	painters,	zine/button-makers,	can	spread	

their	art	to	whoever	can	spare	a	couple	of	dollars.		

As	I	make	way	past	the	gallery,	the	vendors,	and	the	stage,	I	go	into	the	Centro’s	

kitchen	that	functions	as	the	performers’	“green	room”-	where	all	the	night’s	performers	do	

their	clothing	changes,	their	make-up,	their	last-minute	dance	sequence,	or	poetry	practice.	

Here,	where	I’ve	changed	my	outfit,	done	my	braids,	and	put	on	my	red	bandana	over	my	

face	before	my	group,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	has	gone	up	to	perform.	In	this	moment	is	

where	I	find	the	most	translocal,	deep,	and	possible	relations	for	a	world	beyond	all	the	

structures	of	oppression	that	lie	outside	of	this	night	(time)	and	outside	of	the	Centro	

(space).	

In	this	space	and	time	at	the	Closing,	though	momentary	and	limited,	these	

diasporas	and	indigenous	relations	that	put	on	the	Closing	itself,	are	creating	autonomous	

zones	of	knowledge	production	through	artivism	within	and	outside	of	the	triad	of	violence	

in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region:	the	border,	military,	and	prison	industrial	

complexes.	The	closing	ceremony	is	a	point	of	convergence,	based	on	relationships,	

Zapatismo,	and	decolonial	imaginations,	that	aim	to	co-create	a	“world	where	many	worlds	
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fit”1,	for	autonomous	relations	to	each	other	and	with	indigenous	land.	The	Enero	Zapatista	

Closing	Ceremony	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	on	Kumeyaay	territory,	is,	thus,	

a	space	and	time	of	deep	diasporic	relation	building	for	decolonization,	where	a	world	of	

freedom	is	envisioned	and	embodied	in	the	midst	of	a	militarized,	patrolled,	and	surveilled	

geography	that	extends	beyond	the	U.S.-Mexico	borders.	

Zapatismo	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	

My	interest	in	this	chapter	is	to	reflect	on,	understand,	and	analyze	the	Enero	

Zapatista	Closing	Celebration/Ceremony	as	a	space	of	indigenous	and	diasporic	relations	

that	create	a	portal	to	another,	liberated	world	beyond	the	triad	of	violence	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	region.	Since	1994,	the	Zapatista	uprising	in	Chiapas,	where	indigenous	

peasants	have	since	reclaimed	territory	and	formed	autonomous	forms	of	self-governing	

and	schooling,	have	inspired	the	world	over.	Many	bases	de	apoyo,	or	support	

bases/collectives,	have	formed	all	over	the	world	and	have	been	in	relation	to	the	Zapatista	

communities	ever	since.	In	2006,	La	Otra	Campaña	and	Subcomandante	Marcos’	tour	in	

Mexico,	including	a	stop	in	Tijuana,	inspired	San	Diego/Tijuana	organizations	to	build	

forms	of	autonomy	and	self-sustainability,	to	fight	capitalism,	and	build	new	worlds.	A	part	

of	this	process	of	world-making,	here	in	the	border	region,	has	been	through	the	annual	

Enero	Zapatista	series	of	events.	There	are	many	structures	in	place	to	reweave	the	social	

fabric	to	enable	community-building	and	material	manifestations	of	autonomous	life,	and	I	

am	interested	in	understanding	the	deeper	space	of	relation-building	across	diasporas	

based	on	a	co-constructed	learning	space	that	is	understood	to	be	a	“ceremony”	and	a	

“celebration”	within	Enero	Zapatista.		

	 	 This	chapter	articulates	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region’s	engagement	with	
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Zapatismo	and	its	community-building	practices	for	collective	autonomy	in	an	urban	space.		

Sociologist	and	radical	theorist	John	Halloway	says	that	urban	Zapatismo	has	been	one	of	

the	main	sites	of	struggle	that	distinguishes	non-indigenous	peasant	movements	in	global	

cities,	like	San	Diego,	to	that	of	the	armed	struggle	and	autonomous	living	that	indigenous	

peasant	Zapatistas	have	been	able	to	accomplish.	Halloway	says	that	urban	Zapatismo	has	

taken	inspiration	from	the	Zapatistas	where,	

The	(re)construction	of	community	bonds	has,	therefore,	been	a	central	
concern	of	the	movement	in	the	cities.	The	construction	of	social	centres	or	
alternative	cafes,	the	coming	together	of	people	in	informal	and	changing	
movements	create	new	patterns	of	community	and	mutual	trust	which	are	
part	and	parcel	of	the	development	of	councilist	forms	of	organization.	
Perhaps	the	central	challenge	of	urban	zapatismo	is	the	challenge	of	
autonomy.	Autonomy	is	simply	the	other	side	of	saying	that	we	want	to	
change	the	world	without	taking	power.”2	
	

In	San	Diego	specifically,	the	question	of	what	Zapatismo	and	autonomy	looks	like	in	the	

urban	space	has	been	recurring.	In	relationship	to	building	autonomy,	land	has	been	an	

important	space	of	contestation,	where	the	urban	reality	makes	harder	for	land-acquisition	

and	puts	into	question	the	‘who’	of	land-acquisition.	Who	is	allowed	to	“reclaim”	land	in	a	

geography	where	many	displaced	diasporas	are	attempting	to	make	home,	on	much	of	the	

land	that	has	been	dispossessed	from	its	original	inhabitants?		

	 	 In	order	to	answer	these	questions	within	Enero	Zapatista,	one	of	the	main	

processes	that	has	been	the	main	focus	for	creating	autonomy	has	been	through	the	

Closing.	At	this	event,	performers,	singers,	artists,	poets,	and	visual	artists	display	their	

engagements	with	Zapatismo	and	their	community’s	praxis	in	relationship	with	imagining	

a	world	beyond	nation-states,	borders,	and	oppression.	I	see	the	Closing	Ceremony	as	a	

sustained	space	of	knowledge	production,	or	epistemologies	from	“below	and	to	the	left”,	

stemming	from	artivist	praxis	that	is	not	contained	within	specific	ethnic	communities,	but	
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co-created	amongst	various	diasporic	communities	in	San	Diego.	I	propose	the	importance	

of	these	political	rhyzomatic	networks	as	crucial	to	expanding	Ethnic	Studies	scholarship.	

Moving	beyond	identity	politics	and	looking	towards	processes	of	“decolonial	love”	for	new	

social	relationships	and	frameworks	that	critique	modernity,	this	chapter	analyzes	social	

movements	throughout	spatial,	temporal,	and	bodily	scales	that	can	provide	intersectional	

possibilities	for	liberation.	

	 I	understand	the	lived	experiences,	of	diasporic	communities	in	San	Diego,	as	

complex	entanglements	with	the	border,	prison,	and	military	institutions.	In	response	to	

the	ways	that	differently	positioned	communities	understand	their	relationship	to	this	

violent	triad,	they	have	been	able	to	express	visions	of	solidarity	and	liberation	through	

artivist	praxis	within	the	Enero	Zapatista	events.	The	knowledges	that	are	articulated	

within	the	Closing	Ceremony	are	articulated	through	relationship-building	throughout	the	

month-long	events,	within	speeches,	performances,	and	the	spatialization	of	the	event	itself	

(vendors,	art	gallery,	stage,	food).		

While	many	of	the	organizers,	participants,	audiences,	or	academics	can	engage	

Enero	Zapatista	as	a	space	with	various	points	of	analysis	and	vantage	points,	I	am	

choosing	to	analyze	the	following	points	from	my	involvement	in	Enero	Zapatista	as	a	

former	committee	member,	former	MC,	former	performer,	former	vendor,	and	

simultaneous	attendee	enjoying	the	event:	

1) How	do	discourse	shifts	within	the	EZ	shape	how	organizers	see	the	local	border	

context?	

2) How	do	diasporas	cross,	co-create	and	relate	to	each	other	at	this	event?	
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3) How	does	this	autonomous	zone	of	knowledge	production,	through	art,	reformulate	

the	violent	triad	for	each	respective	group?		

In	relation	to	neoliberal	reduction	of	racial	struggles	as	separate	entities,	I	argue,	Enero	

Zapatista	is	an	important	artivist	space	of	knowledge	production	and	dialogue	across	

diasporic	communities	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	region	that	form	new	political	

relationships	beyond	the	state-mediated	social	formations.	The	Closing	articulates	a	vision	

beyond	the	state-	an	artivist	call	to	refuse	to	be	trapped,	which,	in	essence,	is	anti-carceral	

logic	within	the	triad	of	oppression	that	engulfs	the	U-S///Mexico	border	region’s	

diasporas:	border,	prison,	military	complexes.	Art	and	performances	that	are	showcased	in	

relation	to	the	Zapatista	uprising	reflect	the	visions	of	autonomy	from	the	communities	

that	choose	to	engage	Zapatismo	in	the	border	region.	The	various	communities	that	have	

participated	in	the	Closing	Ceremony	are	Chicanx,	Pinxy,	Black,	Lakota,	Palestinian,	Syrian,	

Central	American,	Mexican,	amongst	many	other,	which	points	to	the	many	ways	that	

Zapatismo	resonates	with	many	communities	beyond	Chiapas	that	desire	autonomy,	self-

reliance,	and	decolonization.	The	relations	that	these	migrant	and	refugee	communities	

have	made,	as	well	with	some	members	of	the	Kumeyaay	and	Kumiai	nation	in	the	SD-

Tijuana	region,	also	points	to	the	relation	building	that	borders	have	tried	to	stop,	but	have	

been	unable	to	do.	The	indigenous	and	migrant/refugee	relationship	-building	praxis	forms	

the	15	years	trajectory	of	Enero	Zapatista’s	consistent	organizing,	and	the	focal	point	of	the	

Closing	Ceremony.	I	see	the	Closing	performances	as	a	pedagogical	space	to	articulate	

liberation	and	freedom	that	is	an	autonomous	and	non-institutionalized	process	of	

knowledge	production.	This	knowledge	production	occurs	through	the	performances	I	call	

“artivist,”	where	there	is	a	temporary	autonomy	that	can	materialize	into	permanence	post-
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event.	This	space	brings	people	out	not	because	they	only	identify	one	issue,	but	they	

embrace	the	emergence	of	solidarity	and	enter	the	space	to	imagine	a	future	where	this	is	

the	norm.	Epifanio	San	Juan,	scholar	of	Filipino	diaspora	scholar,	has	written	about	the	

power	of	cultural	production	within	movements	for	emancipation	as	essential	for	Third	

World	empowerment	and	liberation,		

These	heterogeneous	projects	of	resistance	and	revolt,	inscribed	in	poems,	
stories,	testimonies,	and	other	performances	of	those	formerly	silenced	and	
made	invisible,	are	what	ultimately	reproduce	the	“Third	World’	as	a	
permanent	political-cultural	agency	of	global	transformation…	these	
performances	can	be	used	to	fashion	emancipatory	constituent	subjects	who	
are	equipped	with	‘a	memory	of	the	future,’	a	recollection	of	hopes	and	
dreams	from	which	the	future	is	extrapolated.3	
	

Ultimately,	I	argue	that	Enero	Zapatista	is	a	place	that	deeply	organizes	diasporas,	where	

various	diasporas	dialogue	together	across	languages	and	geopolitical	contexts,	and	they	all	

form	part	of	the	line-up	at	the	Closing	Ceremony.		

Methodologically,	my	grassroots	organizing	influences	the	ways	I	am	choosing	the	

analyze	the	archives,	interviews,	and	performances	in	this	chapter.	First,	the	materials	I	

present	in	this	chapter	are	a	reflection	of	the	sustained	relationships	I	have	built	with	

various	people,	an	affective	method	that	is	also	a	praxis	of	autonomy.	The	snapshot	I	

present	of	the	current	archive	of	Enero	Zapatista	materials	is	autonomous,	unable	to	be	

traced	back	to	any	institution.	Second,	the	interviews	I	have	done	are	based	on	my	relations	

of	deep	trust	and	love,	in	the	investment	of	mutual	belief	the	importance	of	our	various	

projects,	such	as	this	research	analysis.	Third,	the	videos	of	performances	that	I	have	filmed	

are	alternative	archives	made	through	sustained	participation	in	the	Enero	Zapatista	

community-	thus,	it	is	a	living	archive	that	is	growing	year	after	year,	created	within	the	

moment	of	embedded	relations	to	people	and	place.			
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Chapter	Sections	

	 In	the	following	sections,	I	look	at	the	multitude	of	ways	that	Indigenous	and	

diasporic	communities	are	co-creating	relations	for	liberation	through	Enero	Zapatista.	

First,	I	look	at	flyers	that	give	us	a	window	to	understand	the	political	context	of	their	

moments,	reflecting	discourse	changes	over	time.	The	role	of	the	flyers	highlights	the	

themes,	ideologies,	and	point	of	convergences	for	Enero	Zapatista	organizers.	By	looking	at	

the	2011-2019	flyers,	I	argue	that	there	has	been	a	conscious	shift	to	centering	land	and	

indigeneity	by	acknowledging	and	forming	relations	to	“Kumeyaay	Territory”	as	a	political	

manifestation	that	reflects	the	process	of	building	autonomy	through	Zapatismo	and	

simultaneous	strategy	of	creating	a	world	without	borders.		

	 Second,	I	do	a	close	reading	of	video	archives	to	analyze	how	diasporic	border	

communities	understand	the	intersectionality	of	struggles	against	the	

border/prison/military	industrial	complexes.	I	specifically	look	at	Indigenous	drumming,	

pow	wow	dancing,	and	a	spoken	word	performance	by	Pinay	DJ	Kuttin	Kandi	at	Enero	

Zapatista	Closing	Ceremonies	to	understand	their	articulations	of	struggle	as	a	form	of	

translocal	relationship-building	through	artivist	ceremony.		

	 Lastly,	I	continue	reading	my	own	video	archives	of	two	diasporic	dance	

performances	at	the	EZ	Closing:	Puerto	Rican	Bomba	and	Palestinian	dabke.	Juxtaposing	

the	videos	to	interviews	with	the	performers	themselves,	I	analyze	the	relationship	of	these	

dance	presentations	to	the	ways	in	which	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	diasporas	amplify	

their	cultural-political	technologies	that	manifest	in	the	articulation	of	intersectional	

struggles.	I	aim	to	show	the	ways	in	which	diasporic	relations	to	land	and	water,	as	seen	

through	their	dances,	are	vehicles	for	new	local	relations	to	indigenous	land	and	life.		
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Abajo	y	a	la	Izquierda	(From	the	Bottom	and	to	the	Left)	

	 In	2004,	San	Diego’s	activists	commemorated	the	1994	Zapatista	rebellion	by	

making	a	series	of	events,	namely	workshops	and	concerts	in	San	Diego.	These	activists	

formed	a	Zapatista	collective,	mainly	comprised	of	students	and	San	Diego	community	

members,	who	would	then	found	what	is	known	today	as	the	Enero	Zapatista	month-long	

series	of	events	in	San	Diego/Tijuana.		

	 Artivism	as	one	of	the	foci	within	the	month	of	Enero	Zapatista	provides	visions/	

imaginations	and	reflections	of	the	current	political	moment	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	and	

beyond.	Each	year,	there	are	collectives,	organizations,	and	individuals	who	join	the	

planning	group	that	organizes	the	calendar	of	events.	This	body	of	people	then	reflects	

their	political	desires	by	the	events	they	decide	to	organize	and	the	political	context	that	

surrounds	the	month’s	events.	Many	of	the	artists	who	perform	on	stage	or	share	their	

visual	art	during	the	Closing	Ceremony,	the	last	event	of	the	month,	reflect	the	committee’s	

call	for	art	that	includes	a	theme	each	year.	Through	flyers	and	interviews,	I	aim	to	

understand	how	the	Enero	Zapatista	committee	understands	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	and	

how	their	vantage	point,	from	particular	years,	gives	us	an	understanding	of	a	political	

conjuncture	and	organizing	framework	around	which	these	collectives	and	individuals	

choose	to	organize.		

	 In	the	following	section,	I	analyze	two	of	the	15-year	Enero	Zapatista	flyers	that	

state	the	featured	performing	and	visual	artists	at	the	event.	This	section	is	not	meant	to	be	

a	comprehensive	history	of	all	Enero	Zapatista	political	frameworks,	but	a	specific	analysis	

that	looks	at	two	political	shifts	through	dissecting	the	2011	and	2018	flyers	in	relationship	

to	each	other.	One	shift	includes	the	2018	land	acknowledgment,	which	did	not	occur	in	
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prior	years,	on	which	Enero	Zapatista	takes	place:	Kumeyaay	Territory,	aka	San	Diego,	

abajo	y	a	la	izquierda.			

	 I	use	“abajo	y	a	la	izquierda,”	a	popular	saying	by	the	EZLN	to	describe	the	heart	of	

the	movement	that	lies	at	the	“bottom	and	to	the	left,”	as	a	geo-political	framework	to	see	

the	knowledge	formations	within	Enero	Zapatista	that	literally	take	place	in	the	very	

bottom	and	left	extreme	corner	of	the	United	States:	San	Diego/Tijuana.	Abajo	y	a	la	

izquierda	is	the	space	where	epistemologies	take	shape	in	the	form	of	artistic	

representations	of	identity	formations,	communities	in	solidarity,	and	most	importantly,	

processes	of	decolonial	love	that	Chela	Sandoval	points	to	as	a	crucial	process	for	new	social	

relationships.	Thus,	in	looking	at	the	relationship	between	modernity,	racial	formation,	and	

transocality,	I	argue	that	one	must	look	at	the	different	and	simultaneous	processes	of	

relationship-building	between	people	of	color/subjugated	peoples	that	aim	to	be	

autonomous	in	their	forms	of	community-building	beyond	the	nation-state	through	events	

like	Enero	Zapatista.	

	 Creating	a	world	without	borders	is	not	the	same	as	dismantling	the	existing	

borders	themselves.	The	active	verb	“to	create”	points	to	the	new	social	and	land	relations	

that	Enero	Zapatista	organizers	are	attempting	to	put	into	practice	through	Zapatista	

technologies	of	autonomy.	Instead	of	“dismantling”	and	using	existing	energy	to	“take	

down”	or	“break	down”	borders	in	all	its	infrastructures,	materialities,	and	systems,	Enero	

Zapatista	invokes	autonomous	forms	of	relationship-building	that	aim	to	slowly	make	

existing	state-mediations	of	relationships	obsolete.	To	“create”	and	“become”	a	new	world	

ultimately	makes	smaller	the	power	that	borders	hold	within,	above,	and	throughout	these	

relations.	Thus,	I	analyze	how	“a	world	without	borders”	and	“decolonization”	are	tandem	
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practices	that	have	manifested	within	the	organizing	framework	of	Enero	Zapatista.		

	 Zapatismo	is	a	technology	to	create	new	social	relations,	outside	of	the	systems	and	

structures	that	mediate	relationships.	Zapatismo	is	also	the	specific	site	where	

epistemologies	from	below	can	occur:	in	the	abajo	y	a	la	izquierda	of	the	United	States.	In	

an	interview	with	David	Morales,	member	of	Enero	Zapatista	committee	since	2010	until	

the	present,	he	points	to	a	particular	flyer	from	2011	that	he	created.	He	has	created	almost	

all	of	the	flyers	for	the	Closing	Ceremony	since	2010	and	provided	me	with	crucial	insight	

into	the	designs	and	frameworks	through	which	the	politics	of	Zapatismo	are	embedded	in	

the	art	work.	While	all	the	flyers	to	date	have	featured	Zapatista	iconography,	such	as	

Zapatista	women	wearing	the	red	bandana,	or	Zapatistas	wearing	the	black	ski	masks,	or	

Zapatista	art	that	is	reinterpreted	in	digital	cartoons,	hand-drawings,	or	re-appropriation	of	

other	artists’	rendition	of	Zapatista	icons,	Morales	created	one	specific	flyer	that	juxtaposes	

the	local	reality	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	with	that	of	a	Zapatista	presence	in	San	Diego,	be	

it	in	physical,	spiritual,	political,	or	infrastructural	terms.	

	

Figure	3.	Enero	Zapatista	flyer	2011	

	 	 In	an	interview	with	Morales,	who	created	the	flyer	in	2010	for	the	January	2011	

events,	he	said:	
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I	was	trying	to	think	about	zapatista	women,	like,	going	through	the	border.	
When	you	look	at	it	this	side,	when	you	see	it	like	this,	in	my	head,	I	think	
over	here	is	the	US	and	over	there	is	Mexico…they’re	tearing	into	the	U.S…	I	
guess	it	says	something	about	my	perspective	and	my	context	because	I	am	
from	here,	maybe	if	somebody	were	to	have	designed	this	from	being	on	the	
other	side	of	the	border	it’d	be	different.4	

	
The	“tearing	through”	that	Morales	points	to	is	a	global	south-to-global	north	dialogic	

understanding	of	the	potential	dismantling	of	borders,	wherever	they	may	be.	Not	only	are	

borders	used	as	barriers	for	the	imagined	“other,”	but	this	flyer	points	to	the	political	

desire	for	models,	influences,	and	inspirations	from	the	global	south	to	come	and	be	

present	in	the	north-	for	“us”	on	this	side	of	the	border	to	become	inspired	and	pushed.	The	

“us”	on	this	side,	the	othered,	dispossessed,	subjugated,	and	violated	who	can	see	new	

worlds	actively	being	built	outside	of	capital,	are	the	ones	who	are	able	to	receive	the	push	

and	inspiration	from	the	Zapatistas.	I	read	this	“tearing	through”	is	a	transnocal	tear,	

coming	from	multiple	angles,	vantage	points,	and	geopolitical	contexts,	especially	when	

thinking	about	the	fact	that	the	fence	was	once	a	facilitator	for	U.S.	Helicopters	landing	in	

Vietnam	during	the	war.	“A	world	without	borders”	that	points	to	the	1994	neoliberal	turn	

at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border,	presented	through	the	1994	border	fence	on	the	flyers,	must	take	

into	account,	what	Hattam	calls,	“imperial	recycling”	where		

at	the	end	of	war	as	massive	infrastructures	are	redeployed.	The	landing	
mats	were	part-and-parcel	of	this	materiel	repurposing	as	mats	designed,	
tested,	and	constructed	for	Vietnam	were	reused	to	build	the	US–Mexico	
border	wall.	As	one	military	campaign	ends,	materials	are	redirected	to	the	
next	imperial	frontier.5	

	
The	landing	mat	that	made	the	1994	border	fence	through	Operation	Gatekeeper	is	a	

material	iteration	of	the	militarization	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	in	San	Diego—that	which	

must	be	broken	down.	The	militarization	happens	through	a	transnational	connection	to	

the	recycled	war	tools	from	the	Vietnam	War,	the	landing	mats	turned	into	fencing,	as	well	
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as	through	the	land	partitioning	of	San	Diego	and	Tijuana,	physically	disabling	the	

interactions	and	mobility	of	anyone	who	walked,	drove,	or	merely	had	a	picnic	at	the	beach	

where	the	metal	pipe	fence	enters	the	Pacific	Ocean6.	In	1978-1980	as	well,	there	were	also	

helicopters	brought	to	Chula	Vista	sector	of	Border	Patrol-	Hughes	500C	observation	

helicopter	models-	that	were	remnants	of	the	Vietnam	war.	Subsequently,	pilots	also	first	

drove	them	from	the	Vietnam	War7.	The	landing	mats	and	helicopters	themselves	provide	a	

rich	and	disturbing	context	of	transnational	imperial	and	colonial	ties	through	the	

exchange	and	recycling	of	war	materials,	from	the	Vietnam	War,	re-used	on	another	

geographic	context	for	the	purposes	of	land	dispossession	and	partition:	The	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	wall.	The	1994	border	is	not	just	a	static	fence	or	wall,	but	a	material	

product	and	producer	of	relations	in	San	Diego/Tijuana.	Mary	Prat	Brady	calls	on	scholars	

to	write	about	the	border	“more	as	a	producer	and	mediator	of	power	and	influence”8	and	

as	such,	I	see	the	Enero	Zapatista	flyer	as	the	juxtaposition	of	1)	the	highlighting	of	the	

border	as	a	producer	and	mediator	of	global	power	and	2)	a	call	to	resist	this	global	

producer	of	power	from	“below	and	to	the	left”.	

	 Reading	from	abajo	y	a	la	izquierda	allows	me	to	understand	the	notion	of	“imperial	

recycling”	in	direct	relationship	to	the	greenwashing	of	empire,	colonization,	and	land	

degradation-	a	result	of	installing	landing	mats	as	a	border	wall.	This	gives	us	a	translocal	

and	intersectional	grounding	for	what	the	global	south	“tearing	through”	the	wall	here	

actually	means—a	global	call	against	all	walls	anywhere	and	everywhere.	In	the	section	

that	follows,	I	outline	how	Zapatismo	in	San	Diego	is	used	a	technology	and	method	

through	which	the	translocal	breaking	of	borders	is	imagined	through	the	process	of	

decolonization	and	centering	of	indigenous	Kumeyaay	land.		
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Enero	Zapatista	Shift:	Kumeyaay	Land		

	

Figure	4.	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Event	flyer	2018	

	 	 In	2018	was	the	first	time	that	Kumeyaay	Territory	was	acknowledged	in	the	Enero	

Zapatista	flyers.	Whereas	relations	with	Kumeyaay	community	members	have	existed	

within	the	organizing	committee	members,	explicit	land-recognition	and	the	theme	of	

“decolonization”	points	to	a	significant	shift	that	points	to	the	material	understanding	of	

Zapatista	autonomy	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	local	context.	The	2018	theme	“Decolonize!	

Towards	local	and	global	autonomy”	shifted	the	discourse	around	the	goals	of	using	

Zapatista	technologies	of	organizing	towards	land	acknowledgement	and	land	autonomy	

by	grounding	Enero	Zapatista	not	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	region,	but	explicitly	affirming	

the	land	as	Kumeyaay	territory.	According	to	members9	of	previous	organizing	committees,	

this	shift	was	not	easy	as	some	organizers	have	interpreted	Zapatismo	through	a	solely	

Marxist	lens,	devoid	of	indigenous	land	analyses.	Thus,	although	this	current	iteration	of	

land	acknowledgement	has	provided	ground	for	relation-building	with	both	Kumeyaay	on	
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this	side	of	the	border,	and	Kumiai	on	the	other,	the	struggle	within	the	Enero	Zapatista	

committee	around	what	Zapatismo	means	in	the	urban	context	and	within	non-indigenous	

diasporas,	points	to	larger	political	questions	around	decolonization.	

	 Still,	the	relationship	between	highlighting	the	various	diasporic	struggles	in	

Kumeyaay	territory,	while	at	the	same	time	highlighting	the	original	people	of	this	land,	

Kumeyaay,	points	to	the	explicit	hope	for	a	different	type	of	politics	in	the	current	iteration	

of	Enero	Zapatista:	spaces	for	relationship	building	across	communities	through	political	

goals	that	include	building	autonomy	and	self-reliance,	support	networks,	and	most	

recently,	a	world	without	borders	in	relation	to	decolonization	praxis	and	centering	of	

Indigenous	land.	

	

Figure	5.	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Event	flyer	2019	

	 In	2019,	the	theme	and	flyer	was	“Building	A	world	Without	Borders”	in	Kumeyaay	

Territory.	The	juxtaposition	of	world-building	in	San	Diego	and	land	recognition	points	to	

the	complex	analysis	that	Enero	Zapatista	committee	members	have,	where	indigenous	

land-relations	are	simultaneously	important	to	the	process	of	building	social	relations	
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without	borders.	This	joint-praxis	has	been	in	development	throughout	the	years	of	Enero	

Zapatista’s	existence.		

	 In	an	interview	with	David	Morales,	he	states	that,	before	the	use	of	decolonization	

as	a	goal	in	Enero	Zapatista,	“It	was	autonomy,	self-sustainability,	it	was	anti-capitalism,	it	

was	centering	indigenous	peoples	but	hmmm,	but	maybe	even	that	became	more	explicit,	

the	language,	but	also	indigeneity,	in	centering	that	because	prior	to	that	it	was	very	much	

about	urban	zapatismo.”10	Morales	exposes	the	limits	of	Zapatismo	in	the	urban	setting,	

where	there	is	a	“Fine	balance	between	‘we	live	in	an	urban	setting	and	we,	a	lot	of	us,	do	

not	own	land,	but	at	what	point	are	we	going	to	start	to	practice	autonomy	and	self-

sustainability	and	move	towards	that,	and	how,	and	that’s	something	I	think	about	still.”11	

From	the	position	of	a	non-Indigenous	person	in	Kumeyaay	territory,	land	ownership	can	

both	enhance	and	contradict	the	idea	of	Zapatismo/autonomy	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border,	

particularly	in	relationship	to	anti-capitalist	and	anti-border	organizing.		These	social	

justices	organizing	movements	must	understand	the	embeddedness	of	land	confiscation	

and	land	borderization	as	central	to	current	indigenous	struggles	for	repatriation.	If	non-

Kumeyaay	communities	center	this	particular	vantage	point	for	land	autonomy	and	self-

sustainability	on	indigenous	territory,	then	there	could	possibly	be	an	enhancement	of	

Zapatismo	as	a	material	technology	towards	decolonization	that	is	interrelated	to	

indigenous	conceptualization	of	territory	that	cannot	be	“owned,”	but	is	also	another	

“relation.”	Roberto	D.	Hernandez,	U-S///Mexico	border	scholar,	writes	that	

Decoloniality	thus	requires	that	we	have	an	analysis	of	coloniality	not	as	a	
condition	of	colonialism,	but	in	its	own	right	as	a	deeper,	imbricate	set	of	
structures	that	affect	not	just	land	but	knowledge,	subjectivity,	and	social	
relations.	This	implies	having	the	self-reflectivity	and	humility	to	
acknowledge	that	even	in	the	moments	when	we	think	we	are	being	critical,	
we	might	indeed	be	critical	on	the	one	hand	while	nevertheless	reproducing	
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the	logic	of	power	or	coloniality	all	over	again	on	the	other	hand.12	
	

Enero	Zapatista	is	such	a	space	that,	if	one	lives/participates/organizes	within	it,	does	the	

work	of	analyzing	coloniality	in	the	various	ways	Roberto	Hernandez	proposes.	Autonomy	

and	land	are	materialist	tensions,	as	well	as	knowledge,	subjectivity,	and	social	relation	

tensions,	which	are	some	of	the	most	contradictory	concepts	that	urban	Zapatismo	must	

contend	with	in	the	current	era	of	global	capital.	The	point	of	autonomy	for	communities	of	

diaspora,	living	in	San	Diego,	intersects	with	the	relations	that	have	been	built,	over	many	

years,	with	the	Kumeyaay	community	in	order	to	live	in	the	space	of	possibility	and	in	the	

process	of	relation	building	towards	life	beyond	coloniality.			

	 Enero	Zapatista	is	a	space	where	autonomy	and	land-acknowledgement	has	

coalesced	to	create	a	push	towards	decolonization	in	recognition	of	Kumeyaay	land	and	its	

peoples.	The	conditions	for	a	decolonial	process,	or	decoloniality,	has	come	to	the	forefront	

of	Urban	Zapatismo	in	its	current	manifestation,	25	years	after	the	1994	uprising	in	

Chiapas,	in	the	“below	and	to	the	left”:	the	U.S.///Mexico	border	region.	When	the	Enero	

Zapatista	flyers	state	that	diasporic	performances	will	take	place	on	“Kumeyaay	Territory,	

aka	San	Diego,”	Enero	Zapatista	organizers	state	a	method	through	which	relations	and	

organizing	happens	in	the	spaces,	networks,	and	events	of	Enero	Zapatista:	decoloniality.		

It	has	been	important	for	the	Enero	Zapatista	committee	to	recognize	the	lands	

upon	which	the	events	take	place	as	indigenous	lands	that	are	still	in	occupation	by	a	

settler-colonial	nation-state.	In	particular,	because	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	has	

dissected	and	separated	Kumeyaay	communities,	the	Enero	Zapatista	ceremony	provides	a	

physical	encounter	amongst	those	who	have	been	separated.	In	2019,	Kumiai	community	

members	from	Juntas	de	Neji	in	Baja	California	attended	the	Closing	Ceremony,	where	I	
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saw	the	multiple	conversations,	meetings,	and	dialogues	that	occurred	across	Indigenous	

communities	and	diasporas.	In	the	following	section,	I	analyze	the	ways	that	performances	

at	the	Closing	Ceremony	reflect	a	momentary	temporal	and	spatial	world	of	possibility	

beyond	coloniality,	particularly	through	an	analysis	of	rhythmic	rhizomes	and	cross-

diasporic	land	pedagogies.		

Music	and	Land/Love	and	Community	

	 	 Based	on	relationships	that	allow	for	EZ	organizing	to	happen,	the	performance	line-

ups	in	the	Closing	Ceremony	reflect	the	intimate	relationships	that	extend	beyond	the	core	

organizing	body	of	Enero	Zapatista.	These	performances	and	relationships,	the	chorus,	in	

the	closing	ceremony	reflect	an	interruption	to	capitalist	linear	time	and	regenerate	cross-

generational	energies	at	the	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza.	By	analyzing	the	artists	who	were	

chosen	to	close-out	the	Enero	Zapatista	month,	I	interpret	the	politics	of	Zapatismo	within	

San	Diego/Tijuana	region	as	it	relates	to	the	ways	that	specific	artists	amplify	their	

contexts	of	struggle	during	specific	years	during	Enero	Zapatista.	I	analyze	the	central	

political	and	discursive	shifts	within	Enero	Zapatista	organizing	as	they	are	reflected	in	the	

changing	demographics	of	artists	and	performers	that	have	been	involved	in	recent	years.	I	

analyze	the	demographic	shifts	in	performances	and	artists,	which	I	argue,	reflects	the	

diasporic	context	of	the	San	Diego///Border	region	where	various	racialized	communities	

come	into	contact	and	form	interpersonal	and	political	relations	through	Zapatismo.	

	 	 As	a	performer	for	Enero	Zapatista,	a	former	committee	organizer,	and	general	

audience	attendee,	I	am	always	in	awe	of	the	multiple	levels	of	intimacy	that	happen	at	the	

Closing	Ceremony.	As	a	performer	getting	ready	in	the	“green	room,”	or	the	Centro	Cultural	

de	la	Raza’s	kitchen,	I	get	to	talk	to	other	performers	who	I	have	not	seen	in	a	long	time	or	I	



	 40	

get	to	meet	new	artists	that	are	coming	out	of	town.	I	get	to	witness	the	speeches,	the	

chants,	the	grooves,	and	verses	that	many	performers	offer	to	the	space-	an	offering	of	

hope,	rage,	dreams,	and	possibilities.	Every	time	I	listen	and	pay	attention	to	all	the	various	

offerings,	I	am	continuously	amazed	at	the	beautiful	world	being	created	here—abajo	y	a	la	

izquierda.	Where	abajo	y	a	la	izquierda	is	very	much	a	geographic	place,	it	is	also	where	

many	find	themselves	connecting	to	each	other,	making	abajo	y	a	la	izquierda	not	just	a	

static	place,	but	an	active	process	of	convergence.	I	connect	this	active	process	of	being	

“bottom	and	left”	to	Saidiya	Hartman’s	concept	of	waywardness,	“the	directionless	search	

for	a	free	territory;	it	is	a	practice	of	making	and	relation	that	enfolds	within	the	policed	

boundaries	of	the	dark	ghetto;	it	is	the	mutual	aid	offered	in	the	open-air	prison.	It	is	a	

queer	resource	of	black	survival.	It	is	a	beautiful	experiment	in	how-to-live.”13	Here	is	where	

all	the	crossings	across	diasporas	have	and	continue	to	occur,	through	the	framework	of	

love,	collective	liberation,	and	critical	resistance	against	the	multiple	structures	of	

oppression	that	our	communities	face	living	at	the	intersections	of	border	violence,	

carcerality,	and	militarization	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	Here	is	where	Enero	Zapatista	is	a	

“beautiful	experiment	in	how-to-live”	with	each	other,	where	I	have	experienced	the	

deepest	forms	of	inspiration	and	reality	of	what	it	means	to	live	a	life	of	relations	that	are	

not	defined	through	the	state.		

I	find	these	relations	to	be	full	of	decolonial	love,	love	that	lies	in	another	space	that	

is	non-learned	through	structures	of	oppression.	What	Chela	Sandoval	calls	the	love	that	

“can	access	and	guide	our	theoretical	and	political	‘movidas’—revolutionary	maneuvers	

toward	decolonized	being.”14	In	using	“decolonial	love”	as	a	process	to	create	new	social	

relationships,	we	can	see	these	processes	in	their	autonomous	formations	beyond	the	state	
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in	examples	through	art,	music,	poetry,	and	performance.	In	Deborah	Vargas’	Dissonant	

Divas,	she	“[uses]	the	cultural	knowledge	produced	by	dissonant	divas	to	understand	the	

ways	music	has	the	power	to	reimagine	histories,	social	identities,	pleasure,	and	

possibilities	for	resistance,	as	well	as	to	rework	complex	notions	of	complicity,	negotiation,	

spatiality,	travel,	and	transnational	cultural	flows.”15	Vargas	considers	the	“rhythmic	

rhizome”	as	part	of	a	flow	of	movements	that	feminists	geographers	such	as	Massey,	

McKittrick	and	Peake	have	analyzed	as	holding	and	performing	significant	political	labors.	

On	one	hand,	these	movements	trouble	the	apparently	stable	raced	and	gendered	

boundaries	of	“nation”	and	“region.”	On	the	other	hand,	these	musical	movements	

reimagine	and	“respatialize”	relations	of	gender,	race,	and	place.16	Relating	to	Vargas,	I	

understand	the	Closing	Ceremony	as	a	respatialization	of	relations	to	gender,	race,	and	

place,	particularly	in	the	performers’	songs,	lyrics,	music,	speeches,	and	calls	to	action.		I	

relate	this	process	to	Fatima	El-Tayeb’s	discussion	of	European	of	color	identity	

formations,	specifically	women	of	color	and	youth	of	color,	that	surpass	the	logics	of	the	

state	through	autonomous	epistemologies	like	hip	hop.	She	discusses	“border-crossing	

translocal	networks”	that	are	“based	on	common	interests	and	experiences	rather	than	

shared	ethnic	or	national	origin.”17	Similarly,	I	understand	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	

Ceremony	as	a	similarly	border-crossing	translocal	network	that	aims	to	form	relationships	

based	on	the	experience	of	targeted	intersectional	structures	of	violence	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	

border.		

	 These	Closing	performances	offer	not	just	the	critiques	of	border/military/carceral	

violence,	but	offer	the	reflections	of	the	various	methods	of	organizing,	activism,	survivals,	

and	life	that	are	created	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	region	by	the	Enero	Zapatista	organizers.	
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I	understand	the	performances	as	musical	rhizomes	that	are	poetic	epistemologies	that	go	

beyond	the	nation-state,	connecting	otherwise	marginalized	communities	together.	In	this	

way,	the	subjectivities	of	multiple	oppressed	communities,	people,	and	women	of	color	are	

able	to	travel	horizontally	and	thus,	an	intersubjective	link	is	made	through	and	beyond	the	

borders	of	the	nation-state	at	the	Closing	Ceremony.		

Deep	Organizing	Diaspora	

The	artists	that	are	highlighted	in	the	closing	event	have	expanded	from	mostly	

Chicanx-centric	line-up	in	the	early	years	of	Enero	Zapatista,	into	a	variety	of	diasporic	

performers,	which	include:	Oaxacan	(Mare	Advertencia),	Palestinian	(Amir,	Al	Juthoor),	

Black	(M1),	Syrian	(Moayad	al	hussni),	Pinxy	(Kandi,	Odessa,	Bambu,	Faith	Santilla),	Puerto	

Rican	(Bomba),	Native	(Nataani	Means,	Calina	Lawrence),	amongst	others.	I	am	choosing	to	

highlight	non-Chicanx	artists	that	participate	in	Enero	Zapatista	because	Zapatismo	is	more	

than	a	Mexican	or	Chicano	process	of	organizing.	Instead,	I	extend	the	border	and	

borderland	as	a	contentious	site	that	does	not	only	represent	the	oppression	of	Mexican	or	

Mexican	indigenous	people,	but	migrant	and	refugee	communities	from	Central	America,	

Asia,	Caribbean,	and	others.	The	border	is	not	only	a	site	of	political	organizing	that	

Chicanos	take	up	through	Zapatismo,	but	it	is	also	a	site	for	political	organizing	for	other	

communities	as	well.		

The	violence	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	borderland	is	usually	seen	as	a	Chicano	issue	

because	the	canon	is	coming	from	Chicano	Studies.	However,	Gloria	Anzaldua’s	

contribution	to	us	thinking	about	the	border,	as	not	just	a	geopolitical	wall,	is	important	

because	she	allows	us	to	examine	the	border	as	something	that	is	a	lived	reality	that	cannot	

be	seen	solely	from	a	heteropatriarchal	lens.	The	borderlands	can	also	be	a	betrayal	to	
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queer	feminist	Chicanas	when	border	culture	is	an	extension	of	heteropatriarchal	

normativity.	Thus,	I	want	to	extend	this	understanding	of	the	border	that	it’s	not	just	a	

betrayal	to	Chicana	feminists,	but	also	a	betrayal	for	other	diasporas	and	subjugated	

communities	who	have	been	displaced,	incarcerated,	and	detained	through	it.	The	border	

also	changes	in	response	to	those	communities,	for	example,	the	Central	American	caravan	

reshaped	the	militarization	of	the	border,	as	well	as	9/11’s	aftermath	in	making	border	

security	an	anti-Arab	racist	discourse.	Refusing	to	see	the	violence	that	the	border	creates	

and	the	communities	to	which	the	border	responds	to,	is	also	a	betrayal.	It	is	a	betrayal	to	

those	communities	whose	lives	are	also	defined	by	the	border,	where	the	Arab	world,	

Caribbean,	Central	American,	and	Pacific	Island	communities	are	gravely	targeted	by	its	

structures.	In	an	increasing	transnational	and	global	world,	the	damaging	global	structures	

that	resurface	locally	at	the	border	in	San	Diego/Tijuana,	become	sites	for	new	diasporic	

counter-formations	against	the	border	infrastructures.		

In	relationship	to	these	diasporic	counter-formations,	Kyle,	an	organizer	within	

Enero	Zapatista	since	its	earlier	years,	says	

we’ve	done	closings	at	the	Queen	Bee	in	Northpark,	we	did	a	closing	there	
with	a	hip	hop	chicano	group	from	Minneapolis.	and	olmeca.	We	used	to	have	
Olmeca	do	the	closing	every	year,	or	Cihuatl-ce	a	lot	of	years.	And	then	at	
some	point	we	tried	to	make	a	more	conscientious	effort	to	include	more	
diverse	orgs	and	individuals	as	part	of	Enero	Zapatista.	And	so	we	brought	in,	
as	part	of	the	network,	PYM	or	radical	Filipinx	orgs.	And	so	once	we	were	
doing	that,	we	made	the	events	more	diverse,	and	the	locations	where	the	
events	were	happening	spread	out	more	throughout	the	city.	We’ve	also	
done	it	in	collaboration	with	Tijuana	in	some	years.	And	we’ve	always	tried	
to	be	consciousness	too	about	including	indigenous	voices	in	the	process.18	

	
Kyle	points	to	the	early	trend	of	continuously	inviting	Los	Angeles-based	Chicanx	hip	hop	

artists,	like	Olmeca	and	Cihuatl-Ce.	Over	time,	it	became	apparent	that	there	was	a	need	to	

expand	beyond	the	immediate	networks	and	relationships	amongst	the	Chicanx	artist	
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community,	and	to	expand	political	Enero	Zapatista	is	a	place	that,	in	Kyle’s	words,	has	

been	actively	engaging	in	a	process	of	relation-building	and	organizing	with	various	

diasporic	groups.	Here	is	where	various	diasporas	can	politically	dialogue	together	across	

languages	and	geopolitical	contexts,	especially	as	part	of	the	line-up	at	the	Closing	

Ceremony.		

The	knowledge-making	through	artivist	performances,	as	they	are	juxtaposed	

together	through	the	line-up	and	through	the	encounters	backstage,	produce	an	active	

space	of	relationship-building	within	the	context	of	a	pro-active,	inspirational,	festive	and	

ceremonial	organizing	space.	What	some	would	call	a	“party”	where	people	dance,	sing,	eat,	

and	encounter	new	relations	in	a	space,	others	would	call	deep	organizing.19	I	understand	

deep	organizing	at	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	through	the	technologies	of	relation-building	

and	co-learning—the	art	on	the	walls,	the	singers	on	stage,	the	vendors	selling	and	

explaining	their	merchandise,	and	overall	willingness	of	the	attendees	to	meet,	talk,	and	

create	new	relations.	David	Morales	named	these	encounters	as	those	that	are	“consistent”	

that	are	“built	upon”	year	after	year.	Consequently,	these	are	the	very	relationships,	

political	networks,	and	friendships	that	go	beyond	this	night	that	continue	to	sustain	the	

movement	work	for	the	rest	of	the	year.	Yang	names	this	process	of	building	as	the	deep	

organizing	that		“is	close	to	the	root	of	struggle,	which	is	a	struggle	over	the	materiality	of	

life,	a	struggle	for	honoring	the	gifts	from	past	lives,	a	struggle	to	make	a	reality	for	future	

lives.	When	organizing	is	deep,	it	is	transhistorical.”20	

	 	 The	performances	that	are	showcased	year	after	year	reflect	the	political	and	

relational	networks	amongst	individuals	in	the	EZ	committee.	For	example,	the	years	that	I	

participated	in	organizing	the	Closing	Ceremony,	I	suggested	artists	that	I	have	close	
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connections	with,	either	as	an	artist	myself	or	just	merely	being	a	friend	to	the	

groups/individual	artists.	Each	time	that	a	suggestion	was	put	on	the	table,	we	would	then	

reach	consensus	for	our	top	choices	as	an	organizing	body,	and	proceed	to	call/invite	the	

performers	to	the	Closing	Ceremony.		

	 There	is	no	compensation	for	the	performances,	as	there	is	no	fee	for	the	vendors	to	

vend,	or	for	visual	artists	to	hang	their	paintings.	Instead,	the	framework	through	which	

artists,	artisans,	and	painters	are	able	to	participate	if	they	choose	to,	is	through	their	

offering	of	their	labor,	of	their	struggle,	of	their	voice,	as	a	contribution	to	the	collective	

space.	We	provide	infrastructure	for	the	space	to	manifest,	to	exist,	to	unfold,	and	the	rest	

offer	their	gifts	to	enliven	the	dream	of	liberation	through	artivism.	Thus,	it	is	especially	

important	to	note	that	many,	if	not	all,	of	the	artists,	choose	to	participate	because	of	a	deep	

sense	of,	and	ability	to,	contribute	their	travel,	gas,	and	any	other	expenses	to	be	a	part	of	

the	space	of	knowledge-making	in	community.		

	 In	the	following	section,	I	analyze	two	cultural	offerings	that	represent	different	

geopolitical	and	transhistorical	groundings	that	are	in	relationship	to	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	context	due	to	intimate	relations,	political	organizing	networks	and	

enduring/rooted	spaces	of	resistance:	Puerto	Rican	Bomba	and	Palestinian	Dabke	within	

the	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Ceremony	as	rhythmic	rhizomes	that	reflect	the	deep	

organizing	across	diasporas	that	center	land/water	movements.		

Performances	at	Enero	Zapatista:	Pow	Wow,	Spoken	Word,	Bomba,	Dabke	

Urban	Indian	communities	in	San	Diego,	like	Kiowa	and	Lakota,	have	also	

contributed	their	Midwest	Pow	Wow	dances	and	drumming	to	the	Closing.	Since	2010,	and	

following	in	2015-2019,	Tim	Redbird	(Kiowa)	and	the	Red	Warrior	Drummers	have	been	a	
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part	of	the	line-up.	In	2017,	the	Soaring	Eagles,	a	local	Lakota	youth	dance	group	who	also	

perform	Pow	Wow	dances,	offered	their	dance	to	the	space	as	the	Red	Warrior	Drummers	

sang	and	drummed.	

	

Figure	6.	Soaring	Eagles	and	Red	Warrior	Drummers	at	Enero	Zapatista	

The	Soaring	Eagles	group	organizer	and	elder	spoke	in-between	the	dance	and	said		

We’re	fighting	for	clean	water,	and	most	of	all,	we’re	fighting	for	our	lives…	
they’re	treating	my	people	like	terrorists	up	there,	and	one	of	the	ways	I	
support	them	is	I	sell	t-shirts,	and	I	have	table	over	here	to	support	my	
people	up	there.	I	send	money	back.21	

	
as	he	was	talking	about	Standing	Rock	and	the	fight	against	the	North	Dakota	Access	

Pipeline.	Naát'áaníí	Means	have	also	come,	for	the	first	time	in	San	Diego,	in	2015	because	

the	MC	at	the	time	said	“I	asked	them	to	come	through	and	they	said	‘sure	we’ll	come	

through’”,	and	one	of	the	group	members	also	spoke	about	his	Lakota	struggle	in	his	

spoken	word,	who	would	later	be	found	in	the	NO	DAPL	movement23.	These	closing	

ceremonies	have	foregrounded	the	indigenous	resistance	movements	at	the	time,	where	

material	support	surges	from	the	communities’	very	presence	and	call	for	support-	such	as	

buying	“Water	is	Life”	t-shirts	from	the	Soaring	Eagles	in	order	to	support	the	Lakota	
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community’s	preservation	of	water	against	extractivist	economies.	The	dance,	drumming,	

and	singing	allow	for	the	articulation	of	resistance	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border,	and	

creation	of	life,	whether	its	through	Pow	Wow	dancing,	or	through	other	art	forms.	

Similarly,	the	articulation	of	the	situatedness	of	struggles,	namely	from	diasporas	

who	live	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	come	to	the	center	at	the	Closing	

Ceremony.	DJ	Kuttin	Kandi,	who	is	a	renowned	Pinay	poet,	feminist,	activist,	and	hip	hop	

artist,	has	been	a	part	of	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Ceremony	in	2012	and	2018.	She	has	

performed	her	spoken	word	“Beyond	Bars,	Beyond	Borders,”	in	which	she	speaks	about	the	

various	Asian,	Pacific	Islander,	Black,	Chicanx/Latinx,	and	Filipinx	communities	that	have	

been	prosecuted	either	by	the	prison	industrial	complex,	border	industrial	complex,	and	

military.	I	analyze	her	poem	as	a	resistance	against	multiple	intersecting	struggles	of	

oppression,	rooted	from	a	place	of	solidarity	and	connectedness.	She	speaks:	

as	we	settle	upon�stolen	lands	
Africans	stolen�sold�into	slavery	
from	the	“New	World”	
to	this	Kumeyaay	land	
forced	migration�	
ripped	my	pamilya�	
away�from	our	homeland	
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Figure	7.	DJ	Kuttin	Kandi	sharing	her	Spoken	Word	at	Enero	Zapatista	

The	relationship	between	forced	migration	of	Filipinx	communities,	her	pamiliya,	from	a	

“homeland”	that	is	now	re-made	on	stolen	Kumeyaay	land,	enables	us	to	see	how	

refugee/migrant	communities	form	critical	relationships	with	indigenous	communities	at	

the	borderlands	of	U.S.-Mexico.	In	her	poetic	offering,	she	brings	into	the	space	the	years	of	

hip	hop	and	poetic	tradition	she	has	worked	from	and	for.	She	is	part	of	the	greater	context	

of	hip	hop	where	“Hip	hop	negates	the	spatial	logic	of	the	state	through	a	translocal	

counter-discourse,	and	women	of	color	feminism	does	something	similar	through	its	

rejection	of	the	nation’s	heteronormative	control	of	time.”24	In	Empire	of	Funk,	Kandi	states	

“Meeting	another	artist	with	my	brown	skin	meant	finding	family	to	me.	It	meant	joy,	

struggle,	love,	and	home	all	at	the	same	time.”25	I	see	her	bringing	this	sense	of	home	to	the	

Zapatista	space	as	the	manifestation	of	“a	world	where	many	worlds	fit”,	where	many	

diasporic	homes	come	together.	Home-making	through	critical	relationships	is	a	powerful	

tool	to	resist	systems	of	oppression.26	Home-making	is	the	very	method	through	which	

relationships	are	fortified	within	translocal	solidarity	organizing	movements,	which	I	argue	

occurs	in	Enero	Zapatista.		Relationship	building,	when	seen	through	the	lens	of	love,	is	
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where	home-making	is	elevated	outside	the	mediation	of	capitalist	time,	geography,	and	

space.		

It	is	in	this	Zapatista	space,	place,	and	framework	that	allows	for	the	re-imagining	

and	re-weaving	of	relations	across	communities	and	lands,	that	creates	the	material	

manifestation	of	“home”	beyond	the	nation-state.	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Celebration,	if	we	

understand	and	see	the	relations	between	those	who	perform,	attend,	and	witness,	has	

been	a	place	of	possibility	and	resistance	to	the	carceral,	military,	and	border	

infrastructures.	She	starts	and	ends	her	poem	with:	

beyond	bars�	
beyond	borders�	
protect	one	another�	
from	these	�	
white	supremacist	orders	
	

Her	call	to	“protect	one	another”	is	exemplary	of	the	“deep	organizing”	that	is	in	process	at	

the	Closing	Ceremony,	where	people	have	the	ability	to	meet	and	become	friends	as	a	

crucial	point	of	cross-communal,	transhistorical,	trans-geopolitical	formation	of	organizing	

in	order	survive	the	“white	supremacist	orders”.	The	work	of	“protecting”	one	another,	

beyond	the	racial/ethnic,	gendered,	sexual	markers	of	difference,	is	an	important	point	I	

want	to	highlight	as	well.	As	a	Pinay	DJ	in	the	hip	hop	world,	DJ	Kuttin	Kandi	has	a	crucial	

mark	in	the	music,	poetic,	and	social	movement	organizing	world,	by	aligning	her	struggles	

to	those	that	have	come	before	her	and	after	her.	I	relate	this	particular	type	of	diasporic	

crossing	to	the	ways	that	subjugated	peoples’	desires	create	their	own,	new	identities	

which	also	is	a	“desire	to	transcend	both	the	structures	of	the	nation	sate	and	the	

constraints	of	ethnicity	and	national	particularity…	desires	are	relevant	to	understanding	

political	organizing	and	cultural	criticism.”27	This	identity	formation	through	poetic	
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epistemologies	by	second-generation	youth	and	communities	in	the	U.S.	can	be	articulated	

through	music	and	cultural	production	where	their	desires	to	resist	state-imposed	racial	

identities	marks	a	struggle	against	the	greater	super-structures	of	modernity.	DJ	Kuttin	

Kandi’s	poem	does	exactly	this-	naming	the	super-structures	as	a	means	to	unite	all	those	

who	have	been	targeted	for	death,	incarceration,	and	exclusion.	She	is	doing	what	Yen	Le	

Espiritu	calls	“repeatedly	[pushing]	against	the	borders	within	and	between	nations”28,	

speaking	alongside	all	those	targeted	by	“white	supremacist	orders”.	

Many	other	local	and	transnational	hip	hop	artists	have	offered	their	performances,	

words,	and	calls	against	“white	supremacist	orders”	at	the	Closing	Ceremony,	such	as	

Bambu,	Olmeca,	Mare	Advertencia	Lirika,	Moayad	Al	Hosni,	amongst	others	who	bring	their	

Pinxy,	Chicanx,	Oaxacan,	Syrian,	histories	of	struggle	to	place	them	in	relationship	to	each	

other	and	highlight	the	importance	of	building	translocal	communities	together.	When	

these	diasporas	come	together,	they	all	bring	their	different	scales	of	home-making	as	

communities	that	are	not	static.	The	body’s	relational	identity	formations	that	prioritize	

politics	of	resistance,	thus,	disrupt	the	limits	of	hegemonic,	colonial,	and	imperial	state	

structures	within	the	scale	of	the	body,	home,	and	community.	

The	space	of	the	Closing	Ceremony	provides	a	local	scale	for	translocal	

positionalities	of	connection	through	visual	culture,	as	well	as	the	sonic	and	lyrical.		Gilroy	

says	“artistic	expression…	therefore	becomes	the	means	towards	both	individual	self-

fashioning	and	communal	liberation.	Poesis	and	poetics	begin	to	coexist	in	novel	forms	

autobiographical	writing,	special	and	uniquely	creative	ways	of	manipulating	spoken	

language,	and	above	all,	the	music.	All	three	have	overflowed	from	the	containers	that	the	

modern	nation	state	provides	for	them”29.	This	geography/temporality,	the	“below	and	to	
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the	left”	of	the	Closing,	is	an	important	site	of	possible	resistances	against	the	state	through	

new	spatial	and	temporal	logics	through	the	use	of	art	and	cultural	production.	

Deep	Organizing	in	Rhythmic	Rhizomes	in	Land/Water	

	 	 My	own	political	organizing	and	movement	work	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	

context	has	allowed	me	to	travel	to	various	geographies	to	do	cross-movement,	translocal,	

joint-struggle	work	with	other	collectives	and	individuals.	Specifically,	for	this	section,	I	

aim	to	highlight	the	importance	of	translocal	solidarity	work	as	a	global	scale	within	which	

Enero	Zapatista	functions	on	a	local	scale.	I	have	been	able	to	jump	and	be	within	these	

scales	when	I	have	travelled	to	Puerto	Rico	and	to	Palestine	for	the	specific	goal	of	creating	

joint-struggle	connections,	building	relationships,	and	providing	a	translocal	base	for	

connections.	I	understand	this	ability	as	a	politics	of	co-learning	in	joint-struggle,	similarly	

to	Raul	Zibechi’s	analysis	of	“paths	of	the	new	movements	strive	to	make	intercultural	

learning	an	art	of	understanding	and	translation,	allowing	us	to	fertilize	our	thoughts	with	

different	agendas,	arising	from	different	cosmovisions	that	are	not	intended	to	be	all	

embracing,	but	rather	local	experiences	that	are	just	as	important	as	those	considered	

‘central’.”30	I	have	had	the	trust	of	many	to	be	taken	into	the	homes,	organizing	meetings,	

and	presentations	put	on	by	freedom	fighters,	former	political	prisoners,	student	activists,	

and	revolutionary	artists	in	Puerto	Rico	and	Palestine-	making	it	much	more	apparent	how	

and	why	these	communities	in	diaspora	exist	and	co-organize	within	the	framework	of	

liberation	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region.	Intercultural	and	translocal	learning	is,	

like	Zibechi	states,	“an	art	of	understanding	and	translation”,	which	is	the	goal	at	the	

Closing.		

	 In	2013,	when	I	was	part	of	the	Enero	Zapatista	committee,	I	was	able	to	invite	
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artists	that	I	had	connections	and	friendships	with	to	be	a	part	of	the	Closing	Ceremony.	

They	included	Son	Jarocho	musicians,	spoken	word	artists,	and	Puero	Rican	Bomba	players	

from	Bomba	Liberte.	This	musical	and	dance	tradition	stems	from	the	TransAtlantic	slave	

trade	and	first	practiced	by	“enslaved	Africans	and	their	descendants	in	the	sugarcane	

plantations	of	Puerto	Rico	as	early	as	the	sixteenth	century.in	the	sixteenth	century 1.”	For	

many	years,	I	had	attended	workshops	that	Areito	Borincano,	the	former	iteration	of	

Bomba	Liberte,	put	on	at	Queen	Bee’s	and	the	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza	and	where	I	was	

able	to	cultivate	relationships	with	the	musicians	and	dancers.	As	I	ask	Jade	Power	

Sotomayor,	Bomba	Liberte	dance	teacher	and	scholar,	why	the	group	decided	to	participate	

in	the	Closing	Ceremony,	she	says,	

We	always	aligned	ourselves	with	the	struggles	we	felt	were	parallel	to	our	
own	as	boricuas,	as	diasporicans,	people	responsible	in	this	time	and	space	
for	carrying	bomba	and	we	wanted	to	put	it	in	service	of	that.	I	think	it’s	
important	to	make	those	connections.	We	were	in	community	with	these	
folks	and	a	lot	of	the	people	in	our	group	were	even	a	part	of	these	
communities	already,	either	directly	or	through	affiliation,	so	it	was	never	a	
question	whether	or	not	we	would	do	it,	but	just	a	matter	of	whether	people	
were	available.31	

	
The	participation	of	Bomba	Liberte,	as	a	group	that	cultivates	and	performs	as	a	diasporic	

Puerto	Rican/Diasporican	community	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	borderlands,	is	an	

important	point	of	analysis	for	the	ways	in	which	diasporic	communities	participate	in	

Enero	Zapatista.	Power-Sotomayor	states	that	members	of	Bomba	Liberte	were	politically	

aligning	themselves	to	the	communities	that	they	were	consistently	in	relationship	with-	

particularly	with	political	spaces	like	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza	as	a	space	that	welcomes	

their	dance	classes.	Connecting	the	history	of	Enero	Zapatista,	emerging	from	a	history	of	

indigenous	peasant	struggle	for	land	autonomy,	it	makes	sense	that	Bomba	Liberte,	as	an	
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iteration	and	representation	of	(Afro)Puerto	Rican	struggles	through	culture,	is	a	point	of	

crossing	where	learning	across	communities	happens.	Attendees	at	the	Closing	Ceremony	

can	witness	the	song,	dance,	drumming,	and	lyrics	that	accompany	the	whole	repertoire	of	

Bomba,	and	through	the	framework	of	Zapatista	resistance,	learn	and	relate	to	the	struggle	

of	Puerto	Rico	and	its	diaspora.	This	point	of	crossing	communities	enables	a	specific	type	

of	learning	through	this	intimacy	of	political	space,	and	what	Jaqui	Alexander	calls	“ways	of	

being	and	of	relating,	modes	of	analyzing,	and	strategies	of	organizing	in	which	we	

constantly	mobilize	identification	and	solidarity,	across	all	borders,	as	key	elements	in	the	

repertoire	of	risks	we	need	to	take	to	see	ourselves	as	part	of	one	another,	even	in	the	

context	of		difference”32.	When	Bomba	Liberte	is	a	part	of	Enero	Zapatista,	the	whole	

repertoire	the	makes	Bomba	what	it	is,	comes	to	center	as	one	of	the	ways	to	“see	ourselves	

as	part	of	one	another”.	When	there	are	multiple	racialized	“others”	in	communion,	cultural	

production	and	participation	in	call/response	Bomba,	the	relations	that	are	spoken	

through	the	body,	song,	and	drum	are	remarkable.	In	the	context	of	the	Puerto	Rican	

diaspora,	Jade	Power	Sotomayor	says	in	“From	Soberao	to	the	Stage:	Afro-Puerto	Rican	and	

the	Speaking	Body”	that	“Sounding	the	drum	with	bodily	signification	as	simple	as	a	foot	

stomp,	singing	the	chorus	of	the	call-and-response	song,	an	encounter	with	bomba	in	the	

diaspora,	for	the	first	or	hundredth	time,	is	simultaneously	an	act	of	“speaking	Puerto	

Rican,”	“speaking	black,”	“speaking	Latina/o,”	“speaking	subalternity,”	and	“speaking	

community.”33	In	the	2019	Closing	Ceremony,	Bomba	Liberte	opened	up	their	set	at	the	

Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza	with	the	song	“Agua	Na	Ma”	(Only	Water).	This	song	calls	for	the	

audience	to	repeat	the	verse	“agua	na	ma”,	the	chorus	that	makes	the	energy	of	the	room	

uplift	the	beat	of	the	drums	and	the	dancer’s	creation	of	multiple	other	beats.	This	
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community	participation	enables	for	the	context	of	said	song,	the	importance	of	water,	in	

all	aspects	of	Caribbean,	indigenous,	and	black	life,	come	to	center	stage	in	the	context	of	

Enero	Zapatista.	Where	other	performers,	specifically	those	such	as	Nataani	Means	and	

Soaring	Eagles,	have	expressed	the	importance	of	protecting	water	as	a	sacred	element	of	

life	through	indigenous	resistance	movements,	water	is	also	a	deadly	force	in	the	context	of	

Puerto	Rico	and	Hurricane	Maria	that	ravaged	through	the	island.	Attending	the	2018	

Bomplenazo	in	New	York	City’s	Hostos	College,	I	learned	through	a	panel	of	cultural	

producers	and	instrument	makers,	that	the	hurricane	was	devastating	for	those	who	live	

from	making	the	drums,	maracas,	and	cuas,	because	they	require	the	trees,	seeds,	and	other	

natural	resources	that	the	hurricane	tore	down.	The	speakers	also	highlighted	that	the	

hurricane	showed	everyone	how	important	it	is	to	analyze	how	climate	change	has	

affected,	through	these	extreme	weather	patterns,	production	of	the	very	materials	that	

make	Puerto	Rico’s	culture	an	ancient	tradition.	Thus,	the	Bomplenazo	Conference	made	a	

specific	effort	to	highlight	and	support	the	plight	of	cultural	workers	on	the	island	in	order	

to	sustain	the	survival	of	culture,	such	as	Bomba,	reflect	on	the	organizers	and	networks	of	

cultural	producers	that	were	the	first	responders	to	Hurricane	Maria	on	the	island.	Given	

this	context	of	the	multiplicity	of	meaning	that	‘water’	brings	to	the	Enero	Zapatista	space	

through	Bomba	practice,	the	chorus	that	sings	‘Agua	Na	Ma’	(only	water)	invokes	the	

context	of	climate	change,	resistance,	and	healing.	Sadiya	Hartman	says	that	the	chorus	can	

be	a	

vehicle	for	another	kind	of	story,	not	of	the	great	man	or	the	tragic	hero,	but	
one	in	which	all	modalities	play	a	part,	where	the	headless	group	incites	
change,	where	mutual	aid	provides	the	resource	for	collective	action,	not	
leader	and	mass,	where	the	untranslatable	songs	and	seeming	nonsense	
make	good	the	promise	of	revolution.	The	chorus	propels	transformation.	It	
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is	an	incubator	of	possibility,	an	assembly	sustaining	dreams	of	the	other-
wise.	Somewhere	down	the	line	the	numbers	increase,	the	tribe	increases.	
The	chorus	increases.34	

The	chorus	that	responds	to	the	Bomba	singer’s	call,	which	includes	anyone	and	everyone	

in	attendance	of	the	Closing	Ceremony,	formulates	a	cross-diasporic	iteration	of	resistance	

and	movement-building	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	borderland.	Where	Enero	Zapatista	has	

always	been	situated	at	the	intersection	of	indigenous	land,	autonomy,	and	border	

resistance	movements	locally,	interconnecting	the	struggles	of	island	and	diasporic	Puerto	

Ricans	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	through	Bomba	becomes	an	important	site	of	analysis.	Power-

Sotomayor	writes	about	the	context	of	practicing	Bomba	in	California,	and	Bomba	Liberte	

in	San	Diego,	where		

Puerto	Ricans	living	in	California	practice	bomba	in	a	context	where	they	
often	experience	proximity,	shared	resources,	and	collaboration	with	
Chicana/os	and	Central	Americans.	In	this	way,	bomba,	while	it	remains	a	
signifier	for	island	heritage	and	culture,	is	also	denationalized	and	used	as	
the	site	for	articulating	shared	histories	of	African	slavery,	colonization,	and	
contemporary	experiences	of	subalternity.	As	such,	bomba	becomes	a	live(d)	
contemporary	practice	that	actively	engages,	at	the	same	time	that	it	
deconstructs	multiple	trajectories	of	identification,	including	both	race	and	
nation.35	

	
The	contemporary	experiences	of	subalternity	are	shared,	I	argue,	when	Bomba	Liberte	

offers	the	transhistorical	black	resistance	practice	with	many	other	artists,	cultural	

producers,	and	organizers	at	Enero	Zapatista.	Where	the	U.S.	Southwest	is	imagined	as	a	

predominantly	Chicano	geography,	there	are	various	non-Chicanx	communities	that	speak,	

share,	and	understand	the	intersections	of	coloniality,	power,	and	oppression,	across	

difference.	When	I	asked	JP	why	they	chose	the	specific	songs	to	share	in	the	context	of	the	

border,	she	says	

Bomba	repertoire	of	songs	is	so	rich	and	so	much	storytelling	in	the	songs	as	
it	stands.	The	songs	also	speak	of	struggles	for	liberation,	struggles	to	resist,	



	 56	

to	feel,	recuperate	humanity.	So	we	would	choose	songs	like	‘marimbambe	
marimbambe	la	hacienda	es	mia	la	mando	yo,	yo	soy	quien	trabaja	la	tierra,	
yo	mismito,	patron	bonbon’	its	about	the	land	belongs	to	those	who	work	it,	
which	is	a	truth	always	for	the	world.	And	Bomba	has	that	truth.36	

	

	
Figure	8.	Bomba	Liberté	at	Enero	Zapatista	

Extending	what	JP	names	as	“truth”	within	the	bomba	repertoire,	I	juxtapose	the	lyrics	

from	Marimbambe,	a	traditional	bomba	song	that	speaks	from	the	perspective	of	an	

enslaved	African	worker	who	says	“I	am	who	works	the	land,	myself,	master	bonbon”,	with	

the	popular	Emiliano	Zapata	quote	“La	tierra	es	de	quien	la	trabaja	con	sus	manos”	(The	

land	belongs	to	those	who	work	it).	This	juxtaposition	of	different	subaltern	relations	to	

land	according	to	their	geographic	contexts,	one	in	Puerto	Rico	and	one	in	Mexico,	

articulates	the	relationship	between	blackness	and	indigeneity	in	the	Americas	during	and	

after	the	TransAtlantic	slave	trade	in	the	Caribbean	and	Mexico.	Land/water	is,	thus,	a	

central	theme	that	comes	out	of	the	Enero	Zapatista	space	of	sharing	and	extends	the	call	to	

reformulate	relations	to	land/water	from	local	Kumeyaay/Kumiai	community	members	in	

the	San	Diego/Tijuana	context.		

	 Land	becomes	a	crucial	point	of	contestation	and	a	point	of	translocal	relationship-

building	for	decolonization	in	other	Closing	performances	as	well.	In	2017,	Palestinian	

Dabke	troupe	Al-Juthoor	shared	their	dance	in	Enero	Zapatista	for	the	first	time.	
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Intersectional	struggles	necessitate	intersectional	frameworks,	and	thus,	anti-Zionism	has	

become	a	crucial	political	stance	for	many	grassroots	organizations	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	as	

a	geopolitical	space	with	intrinsic	military/border	relations	with	the	occupying	state	of	

Israel.	Through	sharing	cultural	resistance	strategies,	for	co-learning	about	various	

struggles	for	liberation,	Al-Juthoor	was	another	group	that	provided	a	space	for	the	

audience	to	witness	an	aspect	of	Palestinian	liberation:	dance.	As	they	entered	the	stage	

from	the	backstage,	the	introduction	to	their	performance	and	first	song	that	they	danced	

to	was	Dammi	Falastini	-	 ينیطسلف يمد 	by	Mohamed	Assaf,	which	translates	to	“My	Blood	

is	Palestinian”.	As	the	first	time	that	an	Arab,	specifically	Palestinian,	dance	performance	

becomes	a	part	of	the	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Ceremony,	it	is	especially	important	to	mark	

the	importance	of	the	audience’s	introduction	to	Palestinian	Dabke	through	this	song.	After	

the	end	of	this	song	and	before	the	next	song	started,	one	of	the	dancers	grabbed	the	

microphone	to	greet	the	space	and	give	thanks.	She	stated	

Our	culture	in	its	very	existence	has	become	inseparable	from	resistance	to	
colonialism	and	state	violence.	Dabke	is	more	than	just	a	celebratory	event,	
its	very	movement	is	an	ode	to	our	martyrs,	a	salute	to	our	resistance	fighters	
and	political	prisoners,	and	expression	of	our	will	toward	our	collective	
liberation…	With	each	stomp	that	shakes	the	earth,	we	seek	to	send	tremors	
to	those	that	oppress	us37	

The	tremendous	applause,	whistling	and	joyous	shouting	from	the	audience,	which	

included	members	of	various	organizations,	vendors,	and	artists,	welcomed	Al-Juthoor	with	

an	excited	reception.	This	opening	speech	allowed	for	the	Palestinian	struggle	to	be	

grounded	in	time,	place,	and	people	that	are	within	the	local	context	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	

border.	The	speech	was	articulated	in	the	present	moment	(the	“now”)	and	with	those	

organizers,	allies,	and	individuals	that	were	in	the	room.	In	further	understanding	the	



	 58	

depth	of	this	moment	of	performance,	presentation,	and	welcome,	I	extend	Alex	Lubin’s	

analysis	of	Palestinian-Black	solidarities	that	are	also	“profound	enunciations	from	global	

borderlands	that	reconfigure	the	world	from	the	standpoint	of	the	oppressed”38.	The	

speech	was	an	explicit	enunciation	of	a	peoples	whose	land	has	been	occupied	by	the	

settler	Zionist	state	of	Israel,	while	at	the	same	time	the	dance	itself	was	an	enunciation,	

where	the	“stomp”	was	a	“tremor”	on	Kumeyaay	land	can	also	reconfigure	relations	of	

solidarity	in	center	indigenous	struggles	for	land	locally	and	in	Palestine.	There	were	

various	enunciations	at	Enero	Zapatista	that	allowed	and	urged	for	Al-Juthoor	to	be	an	

intricate	point	of	departure	for	translocal	solidarity	struggles,	particularly	from	the	

geographic	location	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	

	 Locally	in	San	Diego/Tijuana,	Colectivo	Zapatista	and	Palestinian	Youth	Movement	

have	also	organized	a	5k	Run/Walk	called	“Break	Down	Borders”	along	the	U.S.-Mexico	

border	for	Enero	Zapatista	since	2014 39,	highlighting	an	analysis	of	borders	as	settler-

colonial	formations	in	two	geographies,	Kumeyaay	land	and	Palestinian	land.	Thus,	it	is	no	

surprise	that	diasporic	and	indigenous	crossings	would	also	happen	at	the	Closing	

Ceremony	through	dance	and	music,	particularly	since	both	of	these	organizations	also	

take	part	in	the	proposals	and	decision-making	of	the	performance	line-up	at	the	Closing	

Ceremony.	When	I	asked	Jennifer	how	Al-Juthoor	came	to	decide	to	be	a	part	of	the	

Ceremony,	she	continues	by	saying:	“It	was	easy	to	decide	to	perform,	it	makes	a	lot	of	

sense.	And	as	Palestinians	in	the	US,	especially	in	California,	we’re	privy	to	a	lot	of	the	

different	struggles	in	the	world	and	the	ones	locally.	So,	there’s	a	long	history	of	this	cross-

movement	and	building	these	kind	of	connections	in	Palestinian	communities.	So,	it	was	a	

natural	decision.”40	Palestinian	struggles	have	been	a	crucial	part	of	joint-struggle	
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organizing	within	the	Enero	Zapatista	trajectory	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	for	many	years.	In	a	

greater	global	context,	there	have	been	Zapatista	communiques	that	have	especially	

pointed	their	global	solidarity	towards	Palestinian	liberation,	and	Palestinian	communities	

and	organizations	in	Palestine	have	looked	towards	the	Zapatista	model	of	self-

determination	as	inspiration	as	well.41	In	2014,	a	conglomerate	of	Palestinian	scholars,	

organizers,	from	within	Palestine	and	abroad,	sent	a	letter	of	solidarity	to	the	Zapatista	

communities	in	La	Realidad	Chiapas	who	had	been	viciously	attacked	by	paramilitary	

troupes.	Many	of	the	co-signees	were	former	Palestinian	students	who	took	part	of	the	La	

Escuelita,	which	in	previous	years	has	welcomed	many	around	the	world	to	come	to	the	

caracoles	to	learn	and	work	with	the	Zapatistas	about	building	autonomy42.	When	I	talked	

to	Jennifer,	a	member	of	Palestinian	Youth	Movement,	about	her	involvement	in	Enero	

Zapatista	and	dancing	as	a	part	of	Al-Juthoor	at	the	Closing,	she	says,	

Zapatismo	is	a	really	important	alternative	model	to	more	traditional	types	
of	political	mobilization	and	organizing	and	I	think	it	better	accounts	for	the	
post-soviet	neoliberal	reality,	globally,	and	I	think	it’s	been	catching	more	
traction	in	general	amongst	other	movements.	I	think	the	connections	with	
Palestine	started	to	be	made,	probably	because	of	the	internet,	but	also	
people	coming	in	and	out	of	Chiapas	and	some	coordinated	communication.	I	
think	all	folks	of	struggle	have	figured	out	ways	to	be	in	communication	with	
one	another	somehow.43		

Jennifer	makes	it	clear	that	Palestinians	have	had	analyses	and	contacts	with	Zapatista	

communities	for	years,	specifically	through	shared	understandings	of	autonomy	as	a	model	

to	think	about	movement	organizing.	What	I	want	to	point	out,	with	the	connection	of	both	

Al-Juthoor’s	performance	in	Enero	Zapatista	and	the	ways	in	which	Jennifer	speaks	about	

Zapatismo	as	a	model	for	political	organization,	is	that	this	performance	was	not	an	“add-

on”	or	“token”	performance	of	international	solidarity	amongst	dispossessed	and	displaced	
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peoples.	These	performances	are	not	the	social	justice	version	of	liberal	multiculturalism.	

Instead,	I	aim	to	dig	up	the	many	ways	that	Palestinian	and	Zapatista	communities	have	

built	relationships	with	one	another	for	an	extended	amount	of	time:	a	relation-building	

praxis	that	takes	time,	takes	space,	and	takes	people	to	form	together.		

	

Figure	9.	Al-Juthoor	of	the	Arab	Shatat	shares	Dabke	at	Enero	Zapatista	

	 The	Closing	Ceremony	is	not	merely	a	space	of	coalition	building.	Instead,	in	this	

space,	individuals	who	organize	in	various	spaces	and	through	various	frameworks	do	the	

work	of	learning	together	to	create	a	new	relationship	to	each	other	and	to	land.	There	is	

not	a	necessary	“coming	together”	from	“separateness”,	but	a	finding	each	other	together	to	

form	a	new	relation,	from	a	place	that	Jacqui	Alexander	names	as	“non-belongingness”	to	

the	United	States44.	Where	all	these	diasporas	“non-belong”	in	the	United	States	together,	

they	are	forming	belonging	and	commitment	to	each	other,	and	with	the	original	caretakers	

of	the	land.	I	see	Enero	Zapatista	Closing	Ceremony	as	the	space/place/time	of	possibility	

amongst	these	new	relations	that	are	actively	creating	and	reproducing	an	articulation	of	

the	“intersectionality	of	struggles”,	as	Angela	Davis	says	“The	greatest	challenge	facing	us	
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as	we	attempt	to	forge	international	solidarities	and	connections	across	national	borders	is	

an	understanding	of	what	feminist	often	call	‘intersectionality’.	Not	so	much	

intersectionality	of	identities,	but	intersectionality	of	struggles” 45	(Angela	Davis	144)	This	

intersectionality	of	struggles	is	reflected	in	the	formation	of	belonging	to	each	other,	within	

the	transhistorical	and	cross-geographical	rhythmic	rhizomes	of	the	music,	dance,	and	

lyrics	of	Dabke,	Bomba,	Cumbia,	Reggae	that	fills	the	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza’s	circular	

dome.	

Conclusion	

	 This	chapter	is	an	offer	of	hope	in	a	space/place/moment	of	diasporic	and	

indigenous	joy.	It	is	a	reflection	of	a	yearly	ceremony	of	relation	building	through	the	

sharing	of	cultural	resistance	with	each	other	and	for	each	other.	Enero	Zapatista	is	a	

translocal	space	where,	over	the	years,	the	relations	amongst	diverse	grassroots	

organizations	and	individuals	have	grown,	and	thus,	artivist	representations	at	the	Closing	

night	have	expanded	beyond	Chicano-centric	formations	of	resistance	as	well.	Zapatismo,	

instead,	it	is	a	significant	tool	of	organizing	in	the	“bottom	and	left”	corner	of	the	U.S.	

because	it	connects	with	the	larger	struggle	against	colonization,	militarization,	borders,	

and	prisons.	

	 Of	course,	movement	and	grassroots	spaces	are	not	perfect	and	sometimes	

reproduce	violent	systems	of	oppressions,	particularly	within	interpersonal	relationships	

where	infrastructures	of	violence	are	projected	from	trauma	and	insecurity	amongst	each	

other.	Still,	in	a	sea	of	violence,	despair,	and	death,	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	when	

there	is	a	glimpse,	a	moment,	a	time	and	place	that	freedom	and	liberation	is	felt.	I	can	say,	

with	an	analysis	and	with	a	feeling,	that	Enero	Zapatista	has	given	me	the	inspiration,	hope,	
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and	reality	of	what	a	temporary	place/moment	can	be	like	if	it	can	be	made	permanent.	The	

need	now	is	to	scale	upwards,	from	relationships	sustained	from	Enero	Zapatista,	to	the	

structures	of	violence	that	we	hope	to	make	obsolete.		

5	Reflection	Points	in	Support	of	New	Worlds	

	 "the	very	nature	of	anything	that’s	radical—it’s	a	dialectic,	it’s	going	to	
change.	Conditions	change.	If	conditions	change	then	it	would	seem	to	me	
that	organizations	would	change	in	response	to	them.	If	you	look	at	
organizations	from	that	period—let’s	say	from	the	late	60s	until	this	
period—that	have	continued,	they	usually	are	not	radical	organizations."46	

	

1.	Embrace	home-making	with	many	others.		

2.	If	the	conditions	change,	so	must	the	work.	

3.	Dive	into	debates,	conversations,	and	nuances	to	avoid	assumptions.	

4.	Do	the	work-	it’s	not	the	same	as	labor.	

5.	Grow	spaces	of	reflection.	These	are	what	will	move	us	forward	with	purpose.	
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Chapter	2	

Somos	Sur:	
Feminist	Artivism	at	the	Border(s)	

	

This	chapter	examines	the	San	Diego,	CA	grassroots	feminist	dance	group	Mujeres	

en	Resistencia’s	collaborative	performance	with	internationally-renowned	artists	Ana	

Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour	at	the	U.S.///Mexico	Border	wall	in	2017.	Between	2013-2018,	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	members	consisted	of	women	of	color	who	identified	as	Xicana,	

Mexicana	and	Central	American.	Often	associated	with	ballet	folklorico,	zapateado	rebelled	

(rebellious	foot	stomp)	is	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	political	dance	hybrid,	drawing	on	

Zapatista	technologies	of	organizing	and	resistance	to	globalized	capitalism,	grounded	in	

indigenous	feminist	epistemologies.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	adopts	a	politicized	aesthetic	in	

their	performance	costumes,	choreographies,	props,	and	collaborations	that	I	read	as	part	

of	a	larger	translocal,	women	of	color	artivist	praxis	of	resistance	to	colonialism,	

heteropatriarchy,	and	capitalism.	By	centering	Zapatista	autonomous	movements	and	

feminist	discourses	in	their	dance	presentations,	they	disrupt	the	normalization	of	colonial,	

imperial,	and	patriarchal	structures	of	oppression	at	the	U.S.///Mexico	border.	Using	

feminist	artivism	as	a	framework,	this	chapter	analyzes	a	moment	of	feminist	collaboration	

at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	to	illustrate	how	translocal	women	of	color	deploy	their	

decolonial	artivism	to	speak	against	borders	to,	ultimately,	create	a	space	of	new	feminist	

liberation	practices.		

Breath:	(D)Re-Member(ance)		

Dancing	has	always	made	me	feel	like	I’m	flying.	Extending	my	arms	as	far	out	as	I	can,		

from	side	to	side,	flailing	my	rebozo	above	my	head	as	I	spin.	Moving	across	the	floor,		
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stomping	my	feet	so	the	rhythmic	thumping	highlights	the	intensity	with	which	I	want	people	

to	hear	our	seriousness.	Grabbing	the	machetes	from	the	floor	and	clanking	them	as	I	lift	my	

feet	up	and	down,	clank	up,	clank	down,	spinning	again,	in	unison.	I	want	people	to	hear	

everything	as	loud	as	possible,	so	I	stomp	even	harder.	My	knees	feel	the	blows	on	the	

concrete.	I	clank	harder.		

I	could	split	my	finger	and	wouldn’t	feel	it.	My	rebozo	flies	higher.	I	sweat	beneath	my	

paliacate	and	shout	“eso,	mujeres!”,	and	the	others	shout	back	“abajo	el	patriacado!”	and	

“abajo	con	el	muro!”.	We	weave	in	and	out	of	each	other	as	we	dance,	with	our	backs	to	the	

border	wall.	Ana	Tijoux	sings	“Te	quiero	libre,	Palestina!”	and	we	pick	up	the	kuffiyeh,	hold	

hands	into	a	line,	and	start	the	dabkeh	as	Shadia	starts	to	rap	in	Arabic.	My	heart	beats	in	

pure	ecstasy	on	land	that	has	experienced	500	years	of	pain,	violence,	and	trauma.		

As	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour	sing	their	song	“Somos	Sur”,	we,	Mujeres	en		

Resistencia,	dance	our	zapateado	rebelde	in	direct	confrontation	to	the	U-S//Mexico1		border		

wall	and	all	of	its	implications	in	historical	and	contemporary	violence.	We	are	dancing	a	

choreography	meant	to	invoke	resistance	through	solidarity	amongst	global	south,	women	of	

color	and	I	beam	with	excitement.	I	can’t	stop	smiling	in	awe	of	the	all	the	structural	

limitations	that	were	broken	in	order	for	this	moment	to	come	alive.	I	take	in	the	fullness	and	

depth	of	this	moment,	when	we	danced	with	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour,	bringing	our	

geographies,	temporalities,	and	dreams	with	us	in	this	moment.	We	manifested	what	it	means	

to	become	women	of	color	at	the	border,	and	worked	towards	building	a	global	southern	

resistance	to	heteropatriarchy,	colonialism,	and	capitalism,	through	our	translocal	artivist	

praxis,	decolonial	hopes,	and	3rd	world	feminist	dreams.		
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Introduction		

One	of	the	lesser	known	yet	long-lasting	artivist	women	of	color	groups	that	has		

organized	against	structures	of	oppressions	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	borderland	is	the	

Xicana,	Mexicana	and	Central	American-composed	dance	group	called	Mujeres	en	

Resistencia.	The	biography	on	our/their	official	Facebook	page	reads:		

Formed	in	2007,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	is	an	autonomous	political	dance	
group	comprised	of	Mexicana,	Xicana	and	Central	American	womxn	of	color.	
They	fuse	traditional	Mexican	folklórico	dance	with	other	styles	of	dance	
such	as	hip	hop,	rap,	norteñas,	acoustic,	and	ska.	Rooted	in	Feminism	and	
Zapatismo,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	invokes	and	practices	Zapatista	
autonomous	knowledge	through	art	and	activism.	We've	been	honored	to	
perform	throughout	California	at	conferences,	youth	workshops,	protests,	
cultural	celebrations,	and	political	events.2		
	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	12-year	dance	repertoire	includes	choreographies	to	songs	that		

are	both	politically-explicit	and	implicit	by	artists	such	as	international	groups	Calle	13,	

Fuga,	Panteon	Roccoco,	Mercedes	Sosa,	Ana	Tijoux,	Shadia	Mansour	and	Southern	

California-based	musicians	like	Quetzal,	Cihuatl-Ce,	Olmeca	and	Chunky.	The	groups’	song	

choices	for	dance	choreographies	highlight	a	geographical	grounding	in	both	Latin-

American	musical	traditions	and	experimentations	with	contemporary	transnational	sonic	

landscapes.	These	song	choices	allow	for	the	choreographies	to	embody	politically	

symbolic	moments	within	the	dance	through	costuming	choices,	dance	moves,	and	

speeches	that	frame	the	dance.	In	an	interview	with	Gabriela,	a	member	of	the	group	for	10	

years,	she	states	“we	strive	to	be	anti-patriarchal	in	our	performances,	in	terms	of	the	song	

choices,	the	movements,	the	gender	roles	in	traditional	folklorico,	dancing	with	each	other	

as	partners,	the	machetes.”	The	song	choices,	as	explicit	markers	of	political	framing	for	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	artistic	choices,	are	an	important	site	to	understand	how	the	

group’s	12-year	dance	repertoire	has	created	an	anti-patriarchal	framework	against	
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hegemonic	and	oppressive	discourses	and	structures.	When	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	

dances-,	there	is	a	source	of	knowledge	that	exists	beyond	the	state’s	continuous	violence	

against	women	of	color,	a	feminist	body	praxis.	Angelica,	a	member	of	Mujeres	en	

Resistencia,	articulates	an	example	of	this	feminist	body	praxis	and	embodiment	of	feminist	

knowledge.		

Our	art	is	that	we	use	our	bodies	and	our	movement	as	a	script	and	to	tell	
messages,	stories,	to	talk	about	our	experiences	and	reality.	That’s	through	
the	lyrics.	And	I	also	think	that’s	through	how	we	interpret	the	beat	and	
lyrics	through	our	movements.	And	sometimes	its	very	raw	and	risky...	are	
we	really	gonna	do	this?	That’s	the	thing	about	it,	we’re	creating	our	own...	
everything	around	us,	mainstream	representations	of	women	doesn’t	relate	
to	who	we	are	and	our	history.	
	

Thus,	when	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	danced	“Somos	Sur”,	or	“We	are	South(ern)”,	an	

Arabic/Spanish	hip	hop	track	by	Chile’s	Ana	Tijoux	and	Palestine’s	Shadia	Mansour,	it	

invoked	a	specific	global	south	framework	through	which	to	understand	transnational	anti-

border	artivism	from	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	context.	The	song	itself	speaks	about	uniting	

as	a	global	south,	when	all	the	others	of	the	world	come	together.		

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	performance	art,	particularly	the	Mexican	folkloric	

dance	ballet	folklorico,	re-crafted	and	coined	as	zapateado	rebelde,	or	rebellious	foot-

stomp	loosely	translated	into	English	from	the	Spanish.	In	an	interview	with	Gabriela,	she	

said		

It	was	always	present	that	we	were	more	than	ballet	folklorico	but	[in	the	
beginning]	we	hadn’t	articulated	how.	And	when	we	had	to	submit	a	bio	to	an	
organizer	for	an	‘anti-violence	against	women	event’,	I	remember	talking	
about	need	to	be	political...	and	I	suggested	zapateado	rebelde	thinking	of	the	
Zapatistas,	thinking	of	la	dignidad	rebelde.	Once	I	said	that,	everyone	was	on	
board	to	use	it	as	a	term	to	define	our	dancing		

	
This	moment	of	self-defining	and	creating	the	hybridity	of	the	Zapatista	political		
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movements	with	a	popular	Mexican	dance	style	gives	us	an	example	for	how	intentional	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	has	been	in	their	art-making	process	by	becoming	legible	to	

audiences	on	their	own	terms.	The	zapateado	rebelde	is	at	the	center	of	the	group’s	

artivism	that	the	group	created.	This	term	is	meant	to	challenge	oppressive	hegemonic	

discourses	that	concern	gender,	race,	capitalism,	and	colonialism	through	the	very	dance	

choreography	and	stomp	that	the	members	have	created.	Through	the	platform	of	

multilingual	hip	hop,	rooted	and	routed	in	diasporic	blackness,	Tijoux	and	Mansour	

allowed	for	their	song	to	be	the	framework	through	which	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	can	

understand	its	rebeldia,	from	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border,	as	connected	to	transhistorical	

and	transnational	routes	of	rebel	geographies.		

In	the	larger	artivist	movement	against	various	systems	of	oppression,	I	argue	that	

the	group’s	militant	aesthetics	and	live	dance	performances	are	based	in	a	transnational	

feminist	of	color	anti-border	artivist	project.	From	2007	to	2017,	their/our	work	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	has	centered	around	challenging	the	oppressive	structures	

concerning	indigenous	and	women	of	color	communities	in	both	local	and	transnational	

contexts.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	links	the	praxis	of	Zapatista	autonomous	organizing	to	

women	of	color	liberation	in	the	U.S.	Southwest,	as	it	works	to	resist	the	ideological	

legacies	of	Spanish	and	English	settler-	colonialism,	patriarchy,	and	capitalism.	I	ask:	how	

does	artivist	cultural	production	function	to	build	coalitional	and	transnational	connections	

amongst	women	of	color	and	indigenous	artivists	at	the	U-S///Mexico	border?	I	argue	that	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	feminist	discourses	in	their	zapateado	rebelde	are	an	indigenous	

and	women	of	color	critique	to	transhistorical	border	violence	across	disparate	

geographies.	An	analysis	of	feminist	artivism	at	the	border	also	expands	what	I	mean	by	
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“women	of	color	feminism”	at	the	border	specifically.	I	borrow	from	Chandra	Mohanty	who	

elaborates	on	an	explanation	as	a	term	that	“designates	a	political	constituency,	not	a	

biological	or	even	sociological	one...	What	seems	to	constitute	‘women	of	color’	or	‘Third	

World	women’	as	a	viable	oppositional	alliance	is	a	common	context	of	struggle		

rather	than	color	or	racial	identifications” 3	.	I	hinge	my	analysis	of	women	of	color	artivism	

on	such	“common	context	of	struggle”,	where	various	women	of	color	are	locating	their	art	

not	through	ethnic	or	racial	markers	(ie:	Chicano	Art,	Mexican	Art,	etc)	but	locating	their	

art	and	basing	their	art	through	political	constituencies	of	location.	Feminist	critiques	of	

border	violence	are	embedded	within	their/our	dance	performances	through	markers	of	

explicit	political	aesthetics	that	we/they	have	crafted,	embodied,	and	showcased	in	various	

spaces	and	places,	including	performing	our	“Somos	Sur”	choreography	next	to	the	U-

S///Mexico	border	fence	itself.	It	is	through	this	radical	aesthetic	that	has	allowed	for	

transnational	collaborations,	such	as	a	live	improvisational	and	collaborative	performance	

by	Ana	Tijoux,	Shadia	Mansour,	and	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	

border	wall	in	2017.		

Ultimately,	I	locate	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	within	a	woman	of	color	and	third	world		

feminist	epistemology	and	radical	artistic	tradition.	I	borrow	from	Chela	Sandoval	to	define	

U.S.	Third	world	feminism	as	“a	model	for	oppositional	political	activity	and	consciousness	

in	the	postmodern	world...	by	which	social	actors	can	chart	the	points	through	which	

differing	oppositional	ideologies	can	meet,	in	spite	of	their	varying	trajectories” 4 	I	want	to	

expand	Sandoval’s	geographic	specificity	in	the	U.S.	and	complicate	the	spatial	grounding	of		

oppositional	political	activity	by	focusing	on	the	U-S///Mexico	border	as	a	transnational	

site	where	I	analyze	“varying	trajectories”	of	artivism	throughout	this	chapter.	The	border	
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is	an	ever-	shifting	space	that	defines	the	nation,	and	so,	this	unstable	space	cannot	be	

defined	through	its	limited	national	frameworks	but	instead,	as	a	transnational	purgatory	

where	the	state’s	imposing	definitions	of	race,	gender,	and	sexuality	are	made	and	

destroyed.	Thus,	I	shift	the	analysis	of	third	world	feminist	artivism	from	a	U.S.	model	to	a	

transnational	and	transborder	model	of	oppositional	political	activity.	The	shift	in	framing	

allows	me	to	push	the	methodological	boundaries	through	which	I	analyze	Mujeres	en	

Resistencia’s	performances	as	they	are	based	in	the	simultaneity	of	U.S.	Women	of	color	

and	transnational	third	world	feminist	positionalities.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	cross-

border	performances,	in	and	out	of	Tijuana	and	San	Diego,	allows	for	a	more	nuanced	

analysis	of	transnationality	within	third	world	feminist	art	and	U.S.-based	feminist	of	color	

art.		

In	this	chapter,	I	focus	on	the	elements	that	allowed	for	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	to	

have	an	improvisational	collaboration,	where	we	danced	our	choreography	to	“Somos	Sur”	

as	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour	sang	live	about	building	together	as	a	global	south,	

against	imperial/patriarchal/capitalist	nation-states,	in	one	night	on	May	27th	2017,	at	El	

Faro	de	Playas	Tijuana-San	Diego	border.	I	analyze	the	elements	of	the	collaboration,	the	

choreography	and	aesthetic	symbolisms,	and	the	importance	of	feminist	artivism	as	

frameworks	through	which	to	dismantle	border	formations.	I	then	analyze	the	moment	of	

playful	collaboration	between	the	women	artivists	in	direct	relation	and	physical	proximity	

to	the	violence	of	the	border	wall	as	feminist	erotic	pleasure.	Ultimately,	I	show	how	this	

collaboration	provided	an	example	for	anti-patriarchal	and	anti-colonial	activism	as	direct	

confrontations	to	Israeli	settler	colonialism	on	Palestinian	land,	American	imperialism	
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throughout	Latin	America,	and	U.S./Mexico	colonization	of	local	Kumeyaay	land	in	San	

Diego/Tijuana.		

The	Encounter		

On	May	27th,	2017,	the	10th	Annual	Fandango	Fronterizo	takes	place	at	Friendship	

Park,	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	meeting	space	divided	by	a	meshed	fence	called	the	U-

S///Mexico	Border,	occupying	indigenous	Kumeyaay	land.	In	this	piece	of	the	border,	one	

can	see	all	three	border	walls	that	divide	what	is	called	the	United	States	and	what	is	called	

Mexico-	one	of	the	metal	walls	continues	long	into	the	Pacific	Ocean.	At	this	event,	

musicians/jaraner@s	throughout	the	U.S.	and	Mexico	come	together	to	play	Son	Jarocho	on	

both	sides	of	the	border	where	the	wall	meets	the	ocean.	I	play	son	jarocho	and	have	

participated	at	the	annual	Fandango	Fronterizo	for	many	years.	This	year	in	particular	was	

marked	by	the	focus	of	international	women	of	color	artists	as	the	special	guests	in	the	

event.	We	were	able	to	meet	and	have	intimate	conversations	with	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	

Mansour	at	this	event,	who,	in	another	informal	conversation	with	one	of	our	members,	

had	said	they	had	seen	our	performance	of	their	“Somos	Sur”	song	on	YouTube.	They	were	

impressed	with	our	dance	interpretation	of	their	song	“Somos	Sur”	and	invited	us	to	

perform	with	on	the	Tijuana	side	of	the	border,	in	Faro	de	Playas,	during	the	night	

Fandango.	This	improvisational	invitation	to	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	as	something	that	was	

not	scheduled	to	occur	and	had	not	previously	been	organized	by	the	Fandango	event	

committee,	made	it	so	that	the	process	of	collaboration	was	both	“up	in	the	air”	and	full	of	

logistical,	political,	and	spatial	“uncertainty	[that]	is	an	openness	to	surprise”5.	Later	that	

day,	we	made	our	way	across	the	border	into	the	evening,	when	we	were	able	to	dance	

with	Tijoux	and	Mansour.		
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This	was	a	special	encounter	between	transnational	women	of	color	

artists/activists,	or	artivists,	who	had	been	previously	geographically	divided	between	the	

United	Kingdom,	Palestine,	Chile,	and	San	Diego.	What	Lugones	names	as	“world”-travelling	

happened	in	the	metaphysical	sense	of	legibly	recognizing	each	other’s	“other”ness	as	

women	of	color	artists	who	make	explicit	the	dominant	patriarchal	world	through	their	

song	and	dance. 6	In	addition,	we	travelled	between	the	instabilities	of	the	nation-state,	

across	the	U-S///Mexico	border	for	the	collaboration-	from	the	San	Diego	side	to	the	

Tijuana	side	for	this	collaboration-	North	to	South.		

I	understand	the	collaborative	moment	as	an	opening	for	new	feminist	social	

relations	that	are	anti-border	and	anti-patriarchal	in	essence.	Our	consciousness	as	women	

of	color	artists,	embodied	in	our	dance,	was	going	to	be	highlighted	in	front	of	the	border	

wall	itself.	To	this	moment,	I	suggest	using	Chela	Sandoval’s	notion	of	“differential	

consciousness”	that	allows	for	the	re-creation	of	identity	formation	and	positionality	based	

upon	the	power-relations	within	a	given	space.	Since	the	encounter	between	differently	

positioned	and	differently	located	women	of	color,	specifically	Chicanx,	Central	American,	

Palestinian,	and	Chilean,	was	going	to	be	a	focal	point	in	the	musical	performance,	I	analyze	

our	collaborative	“Somos	Sur”	process	and	performance	as	a	material	manifestation	of	

what	a	simultaneity	of	women	of	color	and	third	world	artivism	looks	like.	The	geography	

of	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	allows	for	the	process	of	becoming	women	of	color	and	to	

be	both	momentary	and	exemplary	of	global	feminist	resistance	against	borders.	I	see	the	

process	of	becoming	as,	what	Chela	Sandoval	discusses,	movidas	towards	new	social	

relationships	that	are	powerful	enough	to	reconfigure	the	political	space,	physically	and	

ideologically,	can	be	used	towards	thinking	about	the	relationships	that	exist	currently	in	
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borderlands,	borderscapes,	and	non-national	spaces.7	The	movidas	are	also	embodied	in	

the	bodies	of	the	dancers	themselves-	the	maneuvers	of	feminist	dance	rubbing	up		

against	the	border	-	the	very	movements	in	the	choreography	to	“Somos	Sur”	were	a		

confrontation	to	the	geopolitical	space	of	the	border	and	its	implications	in	historical	

violence.	This	is	where	the	global	south	disrupts	the	nation-state’s	aspirations	for	crisp	

delineations	of	subjectivity	and	where	understandings	of	woman	of	colorhood,	3rd	world	

feminism,	and	global	southernness	is	blurred.		

Culture	reflects	the	politics	of	the	moment	and	in	the	current	conjuncture,	

geopolitical	borders	have	become	the	most	militarized	that	it	also	affects	cultural	

production	and	the	possibilities	of	coalition-building.	Women	of	color	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	region,	who	are	coming	from	particular	communities	affected	by	wars,	

militaries,	borders,	are	crossing	a	lot	of	lines	to	meet	each	other,	build	relations,	and	create	

movements	together.	Focusing	on	the	San/Tijuana	border	allows	us	to	expand	our	notion	

of	politics,	from	“border	policy”	or	“shutting	things	down”,	to	expanding	notions	of	

decolonial	feminist	world-building	from	the	location	of	the	border	wall	itself.	I	argue	that,	

for	women	of	color	feminism	broadly,	participating	in	this	artivist	encounter	embodied	

anti-border	politics.	It	will	help	people	in	the	future	understand	what	were	the	most	

important	issues	for	borders	in	general,	but	what	this	current	political	moment	was	at	the	

U-S///Mexico	border	specifically	for	women	of	color	who	live	in	San	Diego,	and	for	3rd	

world	women	from	the	global	south.		

As	a	central	point,	this	particular	local	iteration	of	women	of	color	and	3rd	world	

feminist	performance	was	a	transnational	site	of	anti-border	and	anti-patriarchal	artivism.	

As	Chela	Sandoval	and	Latorre	explain,	artivism	is	a	“hybrid	neologism	that	signified	work	
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created	by	individuals	who	see	an	organic	relationship	between	art	and	activism”.8	The	San	

Diego/Tijuana	borderland	is	a	unique	site	that	births	transnational	discourses	of	resistance	

through	feminist	artivism.	I	extend	Gloria	Anzaldua’s	concept	of	borderland	as	“una	herida	

abierta”	to	think	about	the	healing	power	of	artivist	movidas,	where	a	feminist	artivist	

performance	confronts	such	a	settler	colonial	geography.9		

Breathe:	D(Re-Member)ance		

On	the	Tijuana-side	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border,	particularly	at	the	Faro	de	Playas	de	

Tijuana,	the	border	fence	digs	through	the	sand	on	the	beach	and	digs	into	the	Pacific	Ocean.	

The	lively	nature	of	the	Fandango	Fronterizo	that	celebrates	land/environment/culture	in	

Son	Jarocho	soothes	the	violence	of	the	border	fence	that	cuts	through	land	and	water.	As	the	

sun	sets,	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour’s	crews	help	to	set	up	the	“stage”	for	their	

performances:	the	border	becomes	the	backdrop	for	a	set	of	songs	in	both	Spanish	and	Arabic	

that	foreground	the	context	of	Chile	and	Palestine.	Mansour	sang	“Language	of	Peace”,	

“Kuffiyeh	3arabiye”,	“Kollon	3andon	Dababat”	and	Tijoux	sang	acoustic	versions	of	her	hits	

“AntiPatriarca”,	“Calaveritas”.	The	40-50	people	who	were	in	attendance	as	jaraner@s,	close	

friends,	or	passerby	audience	members	were	the	only	ones	who	witnessed	their	performances.		

“Somos	Sur”	was	the	last	song	in	their	set	and	it	was	the	moment	where	both	Mansour		

and	Tijoux	invited	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	to	come	join	them	on	their	“stage”.	“Esto	es		

improvisado,	de	ultimo	minuto,	con	tremendo	carino,”	said	Ana	Tijoux.	We	had	not	rehearsed	

as	we	do	for	staged	performances.	We	were	going	to	dance	on	concrete,	which	is	a	rare	

occasion	since	cement/concrete	wears	the	boots	to	near	tear,	the	opposite	to	an	“ideal”		

theater/dance/indoor	floors	that	are	dedicated	to	preserving	dance	shoes	and	cushioning	the		

knees’	blow	after	each	stomp.	This	was	not	a	theatrical,	staged,	or	formal	performance.	It	was		
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more	important	to	dance	in	collaboration	than	the	harsh	blows	our	knees	and	shoes	would	

take.	I	insist	that	this	moment	was	tremendous	in	its	rascuache	staging,	a	non-spectacle,	and	

intimate	artivist	creation	based	on	the	common	desires	and	hopes	for	transnational	and	

global	resistance.	

Crossing/Crumbling		

Crossing	into	Tijuana	is	not	a	neatly	packaged	process	for	women	of	color	in	San	

Diego.	Woman	of	color	resistance	to	the	local	border	space,	one	that	fluctuates	and	puts	in	

limbo	the	many	identity-markers	imposed	by	the	nation-state,	is	one	that	can	provide,	as	

Roberto	D.	Hernandez	poses,	“a	decolonial	reduction	that	makes	visible	the	coloniality	that	

continues	to	shape	the	nation-state	boundaries,	which	themselves	function	as	mediating	

mechanisms	for	the	interstate	system	and	the	spatiotemporal	logic	of	modernity”.12	To	

resist	the	border	as	a	manifestation	of	modernity,	women	of	color	in	the	U.S.	use	their	wild	

and	untamed	world-traveling	to	imagine	a	world	without	borders	through	relational	

creativity	and	across	different	women	of	color	struggles.	Woman	of	color	is	not	a	neat	

identity,	and	therefore,	can	be	crafted	to	become	a	tool	for	decolonial	feminist	world-

building.	The	term	rubs	up	against	nation-framed	and	nation-	delineated	identity	

formations.	So	when	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	myself	included,	crosses	the	border,	our	

process	is	open	to	identarian	uncertainty.	Using	Lugones,	I	see	women	of	color	crossing	

borders	as	an	activity	that		

has	no	rules,	though	it	is	certainly	intentional	activity	and	we	both	
understand	what	we	are	doing.	The	playfulness	that	gives	meaning	to	our	
activity	includes	uncertainty,	but	in	this	case	the	uncertainty	is	an	openness	
to	surprise.	This	is	a	particular	metaphysical	attitude	that	does	not	expect	the	

world	to	be	neatly	packaged,	ruled 13		
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When	the	border	is	a	labyrinth,	in	its	physical	manifestation,	is	a	“vague	and	undetermined	

place”	and	“in	a	constant	state	of	transition”,	especially	within	the	current	moment	of	

political	performance	staging	the	“border	crisis”,	so	are	the	positionalities	and	

subjectivities,	identity	formations	and	its	processes.	Woman	of	color,	as	a	U.S.-based	

marker	of	coalition	amongst	differently-marked	women,	becomes	a	blurry,	transitory,	

vague,	and	undetermined	place	that	floats	in	possibilities	and	frictions	at	the	border.	

Crossing	into	Tijuana	from	San	Diego	has	always	been	a	logistical	mission	for	many	of	us.	

As	a	U.S.	Central	American,	woman	of	color,	feminist	dancer	who	will	perform	with	other	

women	of	color	artivists	in	Tijuana,	to	get	my	body	from	one	side	of	the	border	to	the	other	

requires	many	logistical	steps	(parking	my	car	in	San	Diego,	walking	through	turn-styles,	

military	guards,	border	customs).	Likewise,	my	iteration	and	self-articulation	as	a	woman	

of	color	manifesting	feminist	praxes	through	dance	with	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	crossing	

the	term	“woman	of	color”	from	one	side	of	the	border	to	the	other,	also	goes	through	a	

morphing	process.		

There	is	a	morphing	and	growing	process	when	becoming	“fluent	in	each	other’s		

struggles”	and	creating	a	space	of	conversation	through	the	term	“woman	of	color”,	global	

south,	and	3rd	world	women-	our	dance	was	crucial	for	this	process	to	occur.	The	

collaboration	between	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	Shadia	Mansour	and	Ana	Tijoux	embodied	a	

momentary	space	that	can	be	called	both	“woman	of	color”,	echoing	Jaqui	Alexander	that	

“woman	of	color”	as	a	space	to	manifest,	as	well	as	a	space	that	can	be	called	third	world	

feminist.	I	am	looking	at	“woman	of	color”	at	the	border	as	constantly	challenging	the	

permanence	of	the	nation-state,	especially	when	“the	border	is	often	experienced	as	the	
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simultaneous	negotiation	of	the	[local	and	global]	scales” 14.	Rather	than	continuing	to	be	

narrated	within	the	nation-state-imposed,	fixed	identity,		

the	internal	and	external	encounter	of	geographically	articulated	3rd	world	feminists	and	

women	of	color	can	become	possibilities	to	destabalize	the	nation-state.		

Like	a	male	fragility,	the	nation-state	projects	its	insecurities	through	violence.	The		

border	as	the	settler	nation-state’s	ego	can	only	be	protected	through	violent	structures	of		

securitization,	such	as	through	the	particular	tri-force	of	oppression	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	

region	that	includes	the	border-military-prison	complexes.	Understanding	these	structures	

as	being	“in	a	constant	state	of	transition”,	I	propose	that	women	of	color	and	3rd	world	

feminists	are	finding,	and	opening	up,	the	various	moments	of	instability	within	those	

complexes	to	propose	new	modes	of	living.15	By	using	cultural	agency	and	resistance	

through	artivism,	I	contend	that	Mujeres	en	Resistencia/Tijoux/Mansour’s	“woman	of	

color”	and	3rd	world	collaboration	presents	itself	as	a	useful	and	strategic	articulation	of	

oppositional	instability	and	an	influx	space	of	becoming	that	challenges	global	borders	that	

perform	of	colonial	stability,	but	that	are,	in	fact,	breakable	and	made	obsolete.		

Resisting	from	“below	and	to	the	left”,	as	the	Zapatistas	articulate,	women	of	color	

can	navigate,	through	relationships,	life-giving	moments	and	spaces	that	are	otherwise	

violent	and	deadly.	The	live	collaborative	rendition	of	“Somos	Sur”	was	a	life-giving,	erotic,	

and	fulfilling	moment	of	a	manifestation	of	global	southern	peoples’	unity	around	the	

world,	using	the	U.S.-	Mexico	border	fence	as	its	background.	The	moment	of	the	

performance,	when	Ana	Tijoux	and	Shadia	Mansour	started	to	sing	“Somos	Sur”	and	when	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	started	to	dance,	is	a	material	grounding	of	a	metaphorical	third	

space,	using	Sandoval’s	term.	“Below	and	to	the	Left”	is	the	political	and	geographical	space	



	 77	

from	which	life	can	be	made	new	again,	from	decolonization	and	rejuvination	in	the	

Leftest-most	part	of	the	U.S.,	and	below	the	U.S.-	the	waves	of	the	Pacific	Ocean	give	rise	to	

new	possibilities	the	night	of	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	dance	to	Tijoux/Mansour’s	song.		

Erotic	South		

The	embodiment	of	resistance	through	political	dance	performance	is	an	important	

site	to	think	through	various	discourses	of	feminist	praxis.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	has	

made	their	political	aesthetic	choices	clearly	marked	by	militant	opposition	to	systems	of	

oppression,	like	heteropatriarchy	and	settler	colonial	capitalism.	In	particular,	their	

embodiment	of	anti-patriachy	is	noted	in	their	group	name:	Women	in	Resistance,	namely	

to	all	racist,	sexist,	classist	structures	of	oppression	that	they	experience	on	the	day-to-day	

basis.	When	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	dances,	the	body	is	the	vehicle	through	which	various	

critiques	of	localized	border	violence	and	state	oppressions	can	be	unpacked.	I	use	Jacqui	

Alexander’s	notion	of	feminist	embodiment	and	body	praxis	as	“the	positioning	of	the	body	

as	a	source	of	knowledge	within	terms	differently	modulated	than	the	materiality	of	the	

body	and	its	entanglement	in	the	struggle	against	commodification,	as	it	continues	to	be	

summoned	in	the	service	of	capital.”	For	Alexander,	our	concern	for	the	ways	in	which	

women’s	bodies	continue	to	be	commodified	in	“the	service	of	capital”,	such	as	the	

neoliberal	border’s	commodification	of	migrant	women’s	bodies	in	the	Maquiladora	sector,	

should	not	disallow	us	from	engaging	women	of	color’s	source	of	knowledge	that	is	located	

within	the	body.		

The	moment	of	collaboration	was	a	spiritual,	erotic,	and	feminist	confrontation	to	

the	coloniality	of	the	border.	As	one	of	the	most	pivotal	moments	of	my	life,	and	for	the	

lives	of	many	of	the	members	in	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	the	collaboration	offered	us	
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dreams,	imagination,	and	possibilities	in	the	material	sense.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	never	

imagined	to	be	able	to	dance	alongside	such	internationally-known	artists,	but	was	able	to	

collaborate	with	them	in	the	site	that	is	most	intimate	to	the	conditions	through	which	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	creates/performs:	the	U-S///Mexico	border.	What	is	always	

already	a	violent,	oppressive,	and	a	“bleeding	wound”,	became	a	site	of	healing	through	the	

power	of	the	erotic,	emanated	through	the	act	of	collaboration.16	The	collaboration	was	

erotic,	using	Audre	Lorde’s	terms,	where	we	became	grounded	in	“a	question	of	how	

acutely	and	fully	we	can	feel	in	the	doing”. 17	When	migrant	and	women	of	color	are	already	

persecuted	at	the	border,	in	the	case	of	the	femicides,	fighting	back	against	this	violence	

through	claiming	an	erotic	spirit	at	the	very	site	of	violence	is	an	intervention	to	the	

border’s	attack	on	women	of	color	and	3rd	world	women.	When	talking	to	one	of	the	

members	of	the	group	about	this	moment,	she	says,	“In	pleasure,	I	felt	powerful.		

There	was	a	level	of	power	that	I	felt	being	on	stage,	as	opposed	to	my	daily	life.	And	I	think	

the	fact	that	it	wasn’t	just	me,	but	a	group	of	us,	there	was	a	power	in	being	a	group,	was	

really	fulfilling.”	This	description	of	fulfillment,	pleasure,	and	power	that	came	from	

dancing	alongside	Shadia	Mansour	and	Ana	Tijoux	is	one	that	Audre	Lorde	states	as	

“feeling	that	sense	of	satisfaction	and	completion”	that	can	allow	us	to	“observe	which	of	

our	various	life	endeavors	bring	us	closest	to	that	fullness.”18		

The	aesthetics	of	this	diasporic	encounter,	through	song	and	dance,	enable	for	

women	of	color	locations	to	showcase	a	coalitional	knowledge	system	based	on	decolonial	

feminist	praxis	against	borders.	The	knowledge	system	is	articulated	through	the	song,	the	

choreography,	and	the	costuming/props	that	are	used	within	the	performance	that	lasted	

three	minutes	and	47	seconds	long-	the	length	of	“Somos	Sur”	track.		
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Chemistry	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	the	politics	of	confrontation,	within	their	choreography,	

to	historical	imperialism,	colonialism,	and	overall	oppression	throughout	the	global	south	

with	the	song	“Somos	Sur”.	The	song’s	first	verse	includes	Ana	Tijoux	rapping:		

Levantarnos	para	decir	"ya	basta"		
Ni	África,	ni	América	Latina	se	subasta		
Con	barro,	con	casco,	con	lápiz,	zapatear	el	fiasco		
Provocar	un	social	terremoto	en	este	charco	

		
The	literal	uprising	that	various	3rd	world	countries	have	undergone,	and	are	still		

in	process,	is	referenced	by	naming	Latin	America	and	Africa	as	global	south	continents	as		

places	of	active	resistance.	To	say	“Ya	basta”,	or	enough,	is	also	a	reference	to	the	Zapatista		

movement	and	the	various	comunicados	that	the	Zapatistas	and	EZLN	have	written	and		

circulated	for	the	world	to	take	up	as	inspirations,	examples,	and	hopes	for	creating	

autonomous	life	under	conditions	of	duress. 19	In	particular,	it	recalls	the	moment	of	

Zapatista	uprising	in	1994	Chiapas,	Mexico	when	the	Zapatistas,	indigenous	communities	

in	Southern	Mexico,	declared	that	the	world	would	not	ignore	them	again.	By	any	means,	

whether	it’s	through	“clay,	helmets,	pencils,	or	dancing”,	Tijoux	gives	us	a	call	to	create	a	

“social	earthwake”	on	this	“pond”.	When	the	Earth	is	juxtaposed	to	the	rest	of	the	universe,	

the	grandiose	scale,	of	taking	up	an	intention	to	change	the	world,	is	not	an	impossible	task	

anymore.	Scaling	back	the	relativity	of	our	existence	as	a	planetary	community,	Tijoux	

allows	us	to	envision	our	dancing	as	creating	an	earthquake	that	trembles	every	oppressive	

establishment	around	the	whole	world,	because	it’s	only	a	pond.	Within	“Somos	Sur”,	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	creates	an	earthquake	and	shifts	the	dynamics	of	power	by	taking	

back	the	tools	that	create	life-	those	which	colonial	systems	have	tried	to	kill	through	
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epistemicide,	genocide,	and	femicides.	When	Tijoux	says	“Provocar	un	social	terremoto	en	

este	charco”,	we	picked	up	the	machetes	from	the	ground,	we	formed	a	circle,	and	as	a	

circle,	used	the	machete	to	reap	the	land	of	its	fruits.	I	interpret	this	choreography	as	a	

performance	of	indigenous	knowledge	reclaimed	through	feminist	interpretations	of	the	

song	lyrics	within	the	dance.		

The	use	of	the	machete,	particularly	by	an	all	women	of	color	group,	is	both	

subversive	of	traditional	gender	norms	in	Mexican	ballet	folklorico	as	a	genre	of	dance	but	

also	a	celebration	of	peasant	and	indigenous	ties	to	the	land 20.	The	use	of	the	machete	has	

been	incorporated	in	traditional	ballet	folklorico,	where	only	the	men	are	allowed	to	dance	

and	choreograph	intricate	tricks	with	it. 21	The	gendering	of	the	machete	within	ballet	

folklorico	is	symptomatic	of	the	racialized	and	gendered	labor	of	male	indigenous	

campesinos	in	the	fincas.	Indigenous	men	have	largely	done	the	physical	land	labor	while	

women	have	been	rendered	to	do	the	reproductive	work	under	Spanish	colonial	rule.	The	

coloniality	of	gender	is	perpetuated	through	cultural	(re)production	of	the	machete,	as	well	

as	reflecting	its	racialization	of	indigenous	and	mestizo	men	under	white	Spanish	

colonialism.	I	acknowledge	the	importance	of	racialized	male	subjectivity	in	relation	to	

white	masculinity	and	the,	likewise,	important	reading	of	indigenous	male	resistance	to	

white	supremacy	within	the	usage	of	the	machete	by	men.	Throughout	Latin	America,	

indigenous	and	mestizo	campesinos	use	the	machete	to	work	the	land-	cutting	maiz	stalks,	

trimming	through	jungles/forests/mountains,	cutting	fruit.	I	have	grown	up	with	my	dad	

using	the	machete	in	our	Los	Angeles	backyard,	using	what	he	learned	as	a	child	in	El	

Salvador	to	cut	open	coconuts	and	cut	sugar	canes	into	small	pieces.	This	tool	is	utterly	

interconnected	with	the	land	and	knowledge	of	land,	which	are	references	also	invoked	
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when	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	it	as	a	tool	within	the	choreography.	And	thus,	I	expand	

this	acknowledgement	to	include	a	critique	of	the	normalization	of	said	resistance	as	solely		

masculine,	and	offer	a	nuanced	articulation	of	the	machete	as	always	already	indigenous	

and	feminist	as	well.		

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	performance	as	a	tool	to	re-enact	land	take	over	

through	their/our	visuals	much	like	the	Zapatistas	have	done	in	their	cultural	

programming	in	Chiapas	throughout	the	years.	In	many	of	their	festive	parties,	Zapatistas	

like	to	remember	the	ways	in	which	they	were	able	to	take	land	into	their	own	hands.	Of	

such	parties,	Hillary	Klein,	states	“the	highlight	of	the	night	was	a	reenactment	of	the	land	

takeover.	One	group	of	actors	represented	the	Zapatistas	and	another	group	played	the	

government	supporters	who	claimed	to	have	legal	title	of	the	land” 22.		

the	reclaimed	land	has	been	an	important	resource	for	the	Zapatista	
movement.	It	has	improved	living	conditions	in	many	Zapatista	communities.	
It	has	allowed	the	Zapatistas	to	exercise	control	over	their	own	lives	after	
centuries	of	exploitation	and	submission.	And	it	has	provided	a	territorial	
base	and	an	economic	foundation	for	the	Zapatista	project	of	indigenous	

autonomy. 23		
	

Indigenous	women	played	an	important	role	in	the	reclamation	of	land	in	Chiapas	during		

the	1994	uprising,	and	so,	these	re-enactments	are	crucial	in	creating	an	archive	of	

indigenous	knowledge	and	memory.	Similarly,	the	“Somos	Sur”	choreography	invokes	such	

land	reclamation	by	the	collective	subject,	in	this	case,	women	of	color,	when	the	machete	

is	the	dance	tool.	This	weapon	as	a	militant	marker	of	resistance	is	indicative	of	the	

empowerment	process	that	Zapatista	women	have	also	gone	through.	Particularly,	Hillary	

Klein	writes	of	this	process	for	the	Zapatista	women	in	Chiapas	where	“the	act	of	picking	up	

a	weapon	and	learning	self-defense	also	opened	the	door	for	a	profound	shift	in	how	these	



	 82	

women	carried	themselves	and	interacted	with	the	world	around	them...	participating	in	

armed	struggle	was	an	empowering	experience”. 24	Armed	struggle	has	been	a	crucial	

component	of	the	Zapatista	movement	in	Chiapas,	and	likewise,	understanding	that	the	

machete	is	both	a	literal	weapon	to	cut	stalks,	reap	crops,	and	defend	oneself	from	physical	

attacks	are	also	crucial	a	feminist	embodiment	of	agency	and	(re)connections	to	land	and	

body	as	life.		

Through	settler	colonial	processes,	land	and	indigenous	women’s	bodies	become	

sites	of	power	and	oppression	inflicted	by	patriarchal	violence.25	Especially	when	

land/body	dichotomies	have	been	an	onto-epistemological	result	of	post-enlightenment	

knowledge	production,	I	contend	that	the	violence	that	the	steel	wall	inflicts	on	the	Earth,	is	

in	relation	to	the	patriarchal	violence	that	is	inflicted	onto	the	spectrum	of	women	and	non-

binary	peoples’	bodies.	When	dancing	next	to	the	steel	structure	that	cuts	into	the	Pacific	

Ocean,	the	collective	heat	that	we	produce	is	a	chemical,	metaphysical,	corollary	to	

ecological	resistance	to	the	border.		

Land	and	Water	are	our	allies	against	the	border	too.	The	Earth	has	its	innate	

methods	of	reproducing	its	natural	balance,	and	so	should	we,	as	the	Anthropos	amongst	

other	beings.	To	reduce	anthropocentric	analyses	of	woman	of	color	activism	and	

organizing,	I	take	cue	from	indigenous	and	feminist	scholars	and	activists	like	Andrea	

Smith,	Vandana	Shiva,	Berta	Caceres,	Winona	LaDuke,	and	emphasize	the	Earth	as	a	subject	

that	has	its	own	agency	to	resist	as	well.	The	saltiness	of	the	Pacific	Ocean	has	rusted	much	

of	the	18-foot	steel	posts,	which	make	up	one	of	the	borders,	that	enter	300-feet	out	into	

the	ocean	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	site . 26	Border	Patrol	Agent	Michael	Jimenez	told	City	

Lab	in	2011	that	he	expects	these	steel	posts	to	last	30	years,	since	the	old	border	was	
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rusted	much	quicker	due	to	the	force	of	nature.	That	means,	that	by	2041,	the	border	

structure	will	be	materially	crumbled	because	of	the	ocean.	To	think	in	solidarity	and	in	

relation	to	the	earth,	together	with	the	salt	in	the	air	and	in	the	water,	is	to	politically	

organize	against	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	and	against	colonial	violence.		

I	suggest	that	we	think	about	our	decolonial	praxes	and	imperatives,	in	the	

movement	for	a	world	without	borders,	in	tandem	with	the	earth’s	resistance	against	the	

border	as	well.	I	extend	Roberto	Hernandez’s	analysis	of	the	border,	that	it	is	“a	socially	

produced	and	contested	space,	the	U-S///Mexico	border	is	coloniality	incarnate”	and	I	

contend	that	the	border	can	also	be	destroyed	by	amplifying	the	earth’s	ecological	

resistance	to	its	socially	and	materially-produced	normalization.	When	one	looks	at	the	

physical	border,	any	of	the	three	that	are	currently	standing	and	the	fourth	which	is	

currently	underway,	it	is	impossible	to	evade	the	material	relationships	and	violence	that	

such	steel	inflicts	upon	the	ecology	of	land	and	water.	So,	in	this	instance,	I	want	to	

underscore	the	connection	between	mine/our	dancing	as	a	form	of	anti-patriarchal	and	

anti-colonial	resistance,	but	also	as	a	reflection	of	the	Earth’s	ecological	resistance	to	

borders.		

We	are	the	salt,	we	are	sodium	and	chlorine	ions,	we	are	creating	the	rust	to	tumble	

down	walls.	We	are	the	chemical	frictions	and	catalysts	along	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	in	our		

organizing	and	creating	psychic	and	inter-relational	solidarities	beyond	borders	in	our	

dances	that	is	in	chemical,	metaphysical	friction	with	the	border.	The	energy	that	exudes	

out	of	the	bodies	that	dance	against	the	border,	are	the	ions	in	joint-struggle	with	the	ocean	

waters	that	rust	the	steel.		

Land	That	Trembles		
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Todos	los	callados	(todos)		
Todos	los	omitidos	(todos)		
Todos	los	invisibles	(todos)		
	

There	would	not	be	“zapateado	rebelde”	without	boots.	In	traditional	ballet	

folklorico,	gendered	costuming	is	also	reflected	in	the	choice	of	shoe,	particularly	the	dainty	

female	shoe,	“flamenco”-style	shoe,	that	is	juxtaposed	to	the	traditionally	more	masculine	

boot.	In	zapateado	rebelde,	the	boot	is	the	chosen	weapon	for	stomping	through	each	

choreography.	To	zapatear	is	only	possible	with	the	militant	aesthetic	provided	by	a	grungy	

and	bulky,	instead	of	dainty,	boot.	Thus,	to	be	rebellious	in	dance	is	to	subvert	the	gendered	

tools	through	which	the	dancers	perform	their	craft.	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	chose	to	claim	

the	boot	and	its	masculine	connotations.	In	this	way,	the	choreography	and	zapateado	also	

invoke	female	masculinity ,	additionally	marked	by	the	many	costuming	choices	such	as	

Zoot	suits	and	overalls.28	Although	collective	intentionality	over	the	gendered	or	sexual	

framing	over	costume	choice	has	not	necessarily	been	the	case,	nor	have	there	been	

internal	conversations	around	masculinity	as	an	intentional	gender	presentation,	I	read	the	

boots	and	the	costuming	as	political	markers	of	gendered	and	sexual	subversions	to	

dominant	constructions	of	(mostly	white)	femininity	and	masculinity.	I	contend	that	we	

can	also	read	the	rejection	of	monolithic	binary	gender	representations	as	playful	

constructions	of	militancy.	Lugones	reminds	us	that,	“while	playful	we	have	not	abandoned	

ourselves	to	nor	are	we	stuck	in,	any	particular	‘world’	We	are	there	creatively.	We	are	not	

passive” 29.	When	audience	members	or	witnesses	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	performances,	I	

understand	the	agency	with	which	the	creative	playfulness	can	be		

read	and	re-interpreted	as	queer	interventions	within	militant	aesthetics.		
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However,	I	risk	epistemic	and	ontological	appropriation	by	transposing	a	politically	

queer	interpretation	onto	the	framework	through	which	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	imagines	

its	feminist	Zapatismo.	In	my	five	years	as	a	member	of	the	group,	our	conversations	

around	eroticism,	sexuality,	and	queerness	have	been	limited	at	best.	Thus,	although	I	can	

analyze	and	interpret	much	of	our	work	as	a	representation	of	erotic	and	queer	aesthetics	

in	our	dance,	I	want	to	make	explicit	that	that	has	not	been,	in	my	experience,	the	lens	

through	which	much	of	the	artistic	and	political	process	has	unfolded	when	making	

deliberate	choreographies	and	aesthetic	choices	within	the	group.	Although	there	have	

been	queer	women	of	color	within	the	group,	these	have	not	been	the	prevalent	discourses	

that	function	to	create	the	frameworks	through	which	the	art	performance	is	made.	I	

attribute	this	limited	discourse	within	the	process	of	art-making	to	the	reality	of	cis-

heteronormative	comfort	within	historically,	trans-exclusive	women	of	color	spaces.	

Still,	I	want	to	be	intentional	in	underscoring	the	power	of	feminine	and	masculine	

wardrobes	in	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	especially,	as	mentioned	above,	much	of	the	

costuming	has	not	had	intentional	or	conversational	framing	as	it	has	to	do	with	gender	or	

sexuality.	However,	because	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	a	variety	of	pants,	skirts,	make-

shift	skirts,	in	relation	to	the	boots,	I	want	to	argue	that	both	femininity	and	masculinity	are	

invoked	as	powerful	convergences	inside	the	performances	themselves.	The	group’s	

aesthetic	choices	thus	create	one	of	roots	to	the	militant	power	that	is	felt	through	the	

feet’s	stomp	in	each	song.		

Nigeria,	Bolivia,	Chile,	Angola,	Puerto	Rico	y	Tunisia,	Argelia		
Venezuela,	Guatemala,	Nicaragua,	Mozambique,	Costa	Rica,	
Camerún,	Congo,	Cuba,	Somalía,	México,	República	Dominicana,	
Tanzania,	fuera	yanquis	de	América	latina		
Franceses,	ingleses	y	holandeses,	yo	te	quiero	libre	Palestina		
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The	choreography	expresses	militancy	and	confrontation	against	various	

geographically-	specific	places	of	resistance	to	colonization,	imperialism,	and	capitalism.	As	

Tijoux	names	a	few	countries,	such	as	Nigeria,	Guatemala,	Somalia,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	

holds	up	their	machetes	in	honor	of	those	who	are	fighting	against	the	“yanquis”	for	their	

freedoms	and	communities	in	each	of	those	places.	Naming	French,	English,	and	Dutch	

colonization	allows	for	structural	connections	to	be	made	amongst	various	indigenous,	

black,	and	disposessed	people	around	the	world	to	fight	together.	In	particular,	when	

Tijoux	declares	“yo	te	quiero	libre	Palestina”	(Palestine,	I	want	you	free),	she	invokes	the	

current	global	solidarity	movement	for	a	free	Palestine	as	indigenous	land	that	is	

constantly	resisting	Zionist	colonization,	land	theft,	de-Arabization,	displacement,	and	

refugeehood	since	1948.	Mansour	raps:		

تیجوكس أنیتا مع أنا ھنا 	 	 		
 ولیس يعانون، الذین أولئك مع أنا ھنا
لك باعوا الذین أولئك مع

	 			 	 		
الثقافیة المقاومة مع أنا ھنا 		

دائما النصر إلى البدایة، من 	!	

	
The	Arabic	rap	invokes	transnational	solidarity	from	Palestine	to	Latin	America,		

particularly	through	Mansour’s	recognition	of	the	power	of	her	duet	with	Tijoux,	mixing	

Arabic	and	Spanish	“hasta	la	victoria	siempre”.	When	Mansour	starts	her	verse,	Mujeres	en		

Resistencia’s	zapateado	transitions	into	a	Palestinian	“dabke”	as	the	song	shifts	from	Ana		

Tijoux’s	Spanish	verses	to	Shadia	Mansour’s	Arabic	verses.	Zapateado	rebelde	and	dabkeh		

become	cultural	tools	of	rebellion	against	the	U.S.///Mexico	militarized	border	as	an		

infrastructure	of	coloniality	in	relationship	to	Israel’s	own	Zionist	land	theft,	occupation,	

and	creation	of	the	annexation	wall.	Relationships	amongst	Zapatista	and	Palestinian	
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organizations	in	San	Diego	have	been	critical	in	historicizing	these	connections	in	recent	

years30.		

The	choreography	to	“Somos	Sur”	intentionally	includes	the	traditional	Palestinian	

dance	as	a	result	of	transnational	connections	and	relationships	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	

border.	It	was	friends	who	are	members	of	the	Palestinian	Youth	Movement	who	taught	

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	members	the	basic	steps	of	“dabke”	in	order	for	the	group	to	

incorporate	them	into	the	choreography.	This	creative	process	highlights	the	parallel	

transnational	relationships	amongst	local	formerly	colonized	communities	who	have	built	

activist	communities	together	within	a	context	of	linguistic	and	geographic	transnational	

connectivity	within	cultural	production,	as	with	“Somos	Sur”.	The	intimate	relationships	

based	on	political	trust	was	what	made	the	incorporation	of	dabke	into	the	zapateado	

rebelde	an	exciting	connection,	especially	when	I,	outside	of	Mujeres	en	Resistencia,	have	

been	able	to	go	to	Palestine	and	be	involved	in	joint-struggle	organizing	with	Palestinian	

organizers	for	years.	Global	south-south	relationships	do	not	just	occur	out	of	

organizational	relationships,	but	through	interpersonal	friendships	amongst	differently	

positioned	and	geographically	dispersed	women	of	color.		

	
Tú	nos	dices	que	debemos	sentarnos		
Pero	las	ideas	solo	pueden	levantarnos		
Caminar,	recorrer,	no	rendirse	ni	retroceder		
Ver,	aprender	como	esponja	absorbe		
Nadie	sobra,	todos	faltan,	todos	suman		
Todos	para	todos,	todo	para	nosotros		
	

In	addition,	we	included	the	kuffiyeh	in	the	choreography,	a	symbol	of	resistance	

rooted	in	land	and	peasant	cultures	of	the	Arab	world,	to	mark	our	joint-struggle	with	
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Palestine.	The	process	for	incorporating	the	kuffiyeh	into	the	aesthetic	ensemble	was	a	long	

process	within	itself-	key	questions	about	cultural	appropriation,	political	solidarity,	and	

cross-communal	relationships	were	all	part	of	the	process	for	incorporating	the	kuffiyeh	

into	the	dance.	After	several	conversations	amongst	individual	women	from	Mujeres	en	

Resistencia	and	women	associated	with	the	Palestinian	Youth	Movement,	the	decision	was	

made	to	incorporate	the	kuffiyeh	into	the	“Somos	Sur”	choreography	at	the	exact	point	of	

the	song	that	Shadia	Mansour	raps	in	Arabic.	The	fear	of	cultural	appropriation	for	a	

majority-member	Latinx/Chicanx	artivist	group	to	don	the	Palestinian	kuffiyeh	was	

dispelled	for	the	more	urgent	political	solidarity	that	comes	from	visually	creating	the	

connection	between	Zapatista	indigenous	resistance	movements	and	indigenous	

Palestinian	land	struggles.	Within	the	performance,	as	the	song	enters	the	final	verse	“todos	

los	callados,	todos	los	sumitidos,	todos	los	invisibles,	todos	todos	todos”,	the	kuffiyeh	and	

the	red	rebozo	are	linked	together	to	symbolize	global	south	solidarities	amongst	the	most	

oppressed	and	disenfranchised,	specifically	through	this	visual	connection.	This	was	the	

intentional	representation	of	joint-struggle	with	the	Palestinian	community,	in	Palestine	

and	in	diaspora,	from	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	as	a	group	that	uses	artivist	practices	to	

critique	borders	and	its	structures	of	oppression	not	just	on	a	local	U.S./Mexico	scale,	but	a	

transnational	one.		

Todxs,	todxs,	todxs		

Through	the	sonic	and	visual	maneuvers	of	the	collaborative	performance,	I	argue	

that	the	global	south	is	visually	marked	through	the	use	of	the	paliacate,	or	bandana,	that	is	

a	popular	and	internationally-recognized	symbol	of	Zapatista	resistance.	The	visual	

presentation	of	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	aesthetic	that	invokes	Zapatista	indigenous	
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women’s	struggles	through	the	wearing	of	the	paliacate	is	one	of	the	most	explicit	anti-

patriarchal	stances	in	transnational	coalition	with	indigenous	women’s	fight	against	

patriarchal	violence	in	Zapatista	communities.	Referring	to	the	decision	to	incorporate	the	

paliacate	into	the	group’s	repertoire,	Angelica,	member	of	the	group,	says,	“Fue	en	

conversacion,	the	paliacate	was	even	before	the	name	Mujeres	en	Resistencia.	We	wanted	

to	be	militant	and	to	show	that	aesthetic”.	Other	members	say,		

“The	paliacate	says:	somos	todas,	no	somos	individuals.”		
	

“We’re	really	conscious	about	coming	off	as	a	group.	Because	sometimes	
when	we	perform,	people	are	insistent	on	knowing	our	individual	names,	
who	the	choreographer	is....The	reason	why	we	wear	the	paliacate	to	keep	
the	group	a	group.	We	rotate	who	does	the	speeches	so	that	each	of	us	can	
represent	the	group.”		
	

Based	on	these	narratives,	the	bandana	has	been	used	to	de-individualize	the	members	of	

the	group	in	order	to	present	the	group	as	a	cohesive	unit	in	struggle	from	a	“southern”	

positionality-	those	most	erased,	most	unseen,	most	unheard.	Similarly,	it	is	possible	to	

form	coalitions	and	relations	amongst	multiple	diasporas	of	colonized	people	to	form	

spaces	of	encounter	through	feminist	art	against	borders,	especially	when	San	

Diego/Tijuana	in	particular	is	a	site	that	hosts	large	demographics	of	refugees	and	

migrants,	thus	amplifying	the	possibilities	of	relationship-building	across	diasporic	

communities.	This	geographic	grounding	allows	for	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	to	create	this	

visual	representation	of	Zapatista	technologies	of	resistance	by	adopting	the	symbolism	

behind	the	bandana,	in	order	to	assert	a	global	south	positionality	in	relationship	to	the	

multiple	diasporas	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	These	cross-cultural	diasporic	artivisms	

include	the	amplification	of	Palestinian	diaspora	in	relationship/diaspora	with	and	among	

Latinx/Chicanx	movements	at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border. 31		
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However,	this	is	not	the	first	time	that	Palestinian	and	Latin	American	indigenous		

resistance	movements	have	coalesced	on	the	cultural	or	political	stage	together.	The	

“Global	South”,	since	the	1960s,	has	been	a	term	to	delineate	a	developed	North	from	an	

underdeveloped	South.	This	song,	however,	is	re-appropriating	the	term	to,	instead,	

highlight	a	solidarity	and	joint-struggle	across	formerly	and	currently	colonized	peoples	

across	the	globe.	First,	the	song	de-centers	the	domination	of	English	by	linguistically	

rapping	and	singing	in	Spanish	and	Arabic.	Second,	a	hybrid	hip	hop/rap/indigenous	sonic	

landscape	foregrounds	a	geopolitical	“southern”	positionality	as	a	tool	of	joint-struggle	

organizing,	especially	through	the	title	of	the	song	itself.	Third,	both	Shadia	Mansour	and	

Ana	Tijoux,	as	women	of	color	who	speak	and	write	about	indigenous	resistance	to	global	

colonialism,	represent	a	militant	women	of	color	feminism	that	celebrates	global	solidarity	

through	artivism,	particularly	music.	The	collaboration	amongst	Tijoux/Mansour/Mujeres	

en	Resistencia	makes	sense	within	the	context	of	border	violences,	such	as	the	femicides	

that	migrant	women	of	color	have	endured	post-1994	NAFTA,	and	within	the	current	

context	of	the	Israeli-U.S.	Brotherhood	that	shares	its	strategies	for	border	militarization	

through	its	weapons	manufacturing	and	fencing	infrastructures.	So,	the	performance	at	the	

border	was	not	just	a	response	to	these	intersecting	structures	of	violence,	but	also	a	

manifestation	of	women	of	color	coalitional	dreaming	beyond	these	structures.		

The	paliacate,	in	Zapatista	context,	is	meant	to	collectivize	the	representation	of	an		

indigenous	citizen-subject	that	has	been	left	out	of	Mexican’s	national	political	and	

economic	discourses	since	the	inception	of	the	Mexican	nation-state.	In	relation	to	this	

representational	choice,	Josefina	Saldana-Portillo	says	“it	is	the	Zapatistas’	rejection	of	the	

biologistic	terms	of	representation	that	provides	the	opening	for	indigenous	subjects	to	
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constitute	political	exchange	through	a	de-essentialized	trope	of	citizenship”. 32	One	of	the	

members	of	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	who	went	to	Zapatista	territory	accounts	for	the	

moments	when	Zapatistas	would	put	on	the	paliacate	only	when	there	would	be	public	

meetings,	filming,	or	cameras.		

Overall,	it	is	a	known	strategy	that	the	Zapatistas	are	extremely	careful	in	crafting	

their	image	when	it	will	be	made	public	or	recorded	for	non-Zapatistas	to	see,	and	

emblematic	of	the	intentional	process	of	crafting	an	image	in	direct	correlation	to	historical	

context.33	In	relation	to	this	strategy,	Diana	Taylor	states,	“Bodily	practices	and	the	

aesthetics	of	the	everyday,	for	the	Zapatistas,	are	never	removed	from	politics.	Sartorial	

style,	especially	the	ski	mask	or	the	paliacate,	the	red	bandana	they	wear,	identified	them	

all	as	Zapatista.” 34	As	a	political	strategy	to	become	a	collective	subject	through	wearing	of	

the	paliacate,	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	invocation	of	this	image-based	collectivizing	process	

can	be	seen	by	the	group’s	incorporation	of	the	Zapatista	paliacate.	Because	of	the	various	

members’	varying	identifications	as	Xicana,	Mexicana,	and	Central	American,	it	is	important	

to	note	that	the	choice	to	wear	the	Zapatista	paliacate	is	in	direct	relation	to	become	a	

“women	of	color”	group	positioned	with	the	larger	global	south	community.	It	is	a	double-

intentional	choice	to	understand	the	condition	of	women	of	color	at	the	border	through	the	

Zapatista	movement	for	autonomy,	while	it	also	brings	a	broader	discourse	of	feminist	anti-

patriarchal	resistance	and	possibilities	for	coalition.		

Somos	Sur		

The	paliacate,	machete,	rebozo,	and	kuffiyeh	all	form	politically	symbolic	tools	that		

Mujeres	en	Resistencia	uses	as	markers	of	resistance	against	borders	in	the	song	“Somos	

Sur”.	These	props	can	be	seen	as	symbolic	weapons	of	the	global	south	rebelling	against	
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U.S.-Mexico	border	wall,	and	(settler)	colonialism	broadly	in	the	case	of	Palestine.	I	analyze	

each	prop	in	its	usage	of	the	choreography	and	movements	as	they	relate	to	the	lyrics	of	the	

song	and	the	geography/geology	of	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border.	Every	movement	is	

intentional,	every	interpretation	a	call	for	transnationality,	and	the	performance	a	

materialization	of	the	global	south	at	the	border(lands/waters).		

The	first	time	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	performed	their	new	choreography	to	the	

song	“Somos	Sur”	was	for	the	Enero	Zapatista	closing	celebration	on	January	2016	at	the	

Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza	in	San	Diego,	California.	There	are	key	visual,	auditory,	and	

dance	choices	that	Mujeres	en	Resistencia	created	to	portray	an	aesthetic,	political,	and	

transnationally	symbolic	discourse	of	resistance	through	their	dance	of	“Somos	Sur”.	The	

creative	strategies	that	link	outfits,	sound,	and	props	as	a	cohesive	ensemble	of	militant	and	

indigenous	feminism	demonstrate	Mujeres	en	Resistencia’s	dance	collaboration	as	

performing	transnational	sonic	geographies	of	through	the	song	towards	decolonial	

possibilities.	Decolonial	possibilities	that	include	repatriation	of	indigenous	land35.	

Decolonial	realities	of	land	and	water	rejuvenation.	When	the	borders	will	fall.		

Breathing:	Ep(he)mr(a)li(t)y	Lingers		

The	border	creates	a	blur-	an	opacity.	The	only	source	of	light	was	the	U.S.-side		

surveillance	lights	and	the	flash	lights	coming	from	the	cameras	of	those	who	were	watching	

us.	My	friend	filmed	us	with	my	digital	camera	but	I	can’t	see	us-	it’s	too	dark.	Youtube	has	a	

video	of	it	too-	and	I	try	to	pause	it	when	there	are	flashes	of	lights	that	give	me	a	glimpse	of	

what	we	looked	like,	to	see	if	we	were	in-sync.	But	it’s	too	pixelated,	blurry,	and	doesn’t	

capture	a	clear	image	of	our	collaboration.		

I	can’t	see	us	dancing	in	the	digital	archive.	Maybe	the	world	doesn’t	need	to	see	us.		
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Maybe	they	need	to	feel	us,	in	the	heat	of	the	moment.	To	inspire	their	own	heat,	in	their	own		

space,	in	their	own	times.	And	I	hope	for	those	who	were	present,	the	heat	will	linger	in	

different	ways.	To	open	up,	expand,	cultivate	within	all	those/us	in	the	bottom,	in	the	left,	in	

the	subterranean	lands	and	waters.	I	hope	it	lingers.		

5	POINTS	FOR	REFLECTION		

	 There	are	many	collectives,	organizations,	and	spaces	that	do	important	and	critical	

work	for	social	justice	movements,	globally	and	locally.	Still,	it	is	always	important	to	take	

the	time	for	action	as	well	as	reflection,	because	always	functioning	in	the	space	of	action	is	

a	masculinist	way	of	understanding	“productive	work”.	I	offer	the	following	points	of	

reflection	for	women	of	color	collectives	who	may	be	in	need	for	moments	of	pause,	

reflection,	and	growth.		

1)	Sexuality	and	Gender	Identity:	For	cisgender	and	heterosexual	women	of	color,	it	is	

not	only	imperative,	but	required,	to	dream	of	and	practice	a	queer	decolonial	feminist	

politic	for	undoing	oppressive	power	structures,	not	just	on	the	structural	level,	but	the	

interpersonal	one	as	well.	To	enact	‘world’-traveling	as	women	of	color,	we	must	

acknowledge	the	coloniality	of	gender	and	sexuality,	especially	in	collectives	and	

organizations	that	deem	themselves	critical.		

All	women	of	color	collectives	must	reflect,	over	and	over	again,	especially	those	where	the		

majority	of	members	are	cisgender	and	straight,	the	ways	in	which	it	can	reproduce	

transphobia,	queerphobia,	able-bodiedness,	and	cis-normativity.	No	to	Cisterhood.		

2)	Organizational	Process:	When	difficult	conversations	around	artistic	and	political		

differences	come	up	in	women	of	color	spaces,	it	is	imperative	to	think	about	the	goals	of	

each	conversation	as	building	towards	inclusion	instead	of	exclusion.	When	women	of	color	
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expel	and	push-out	other	women	of	color	from	dream-making	and	world-building,	then	the	

space	itself	is	living	in	hypocrisy	and	reproduces	systems	of	exclusion	by	discarding	its	own	

members.		

3)	Respectability	&	Fear:	The	purpose	of	artistic	innovation	and	world-building	for		

women	of	color	lies	in	the	risks	to	push	boundaries	beyond	the	current	world	order.	When		

women	of	color	reproduce	respectability	politics	within	the	creation	of	art,	then	there	is	no	

other	world	being	built	out	of	the	fear	of	discomfort.	Reproducing	comfortable	notions	of	

self,	particularly	within	art,	is	not	creating	a	new	world	but	limiting	the	imagination	of	

those	who	are	deemed	too	queer,	too	wild,	too	out-of-bounds.		

4)	Disintegration	vs.	Regeneration:	Martyrdom	within	women	of	color	movements		

happens,	especially	when	hypermasculine	frames	of	activism	focuses	on	being	“down”	

enough	to	“lose	sleep”	for	the	movement.	Artistic	spaces	included,	it	is	important	for	

women	of	color	not	to	uphold	martyrdom	as	a	meter	for	“downness”	and	instead	imagine	

spaces	of	autonomous	health	that	regenerates	rather	than	disintegrates	the	woman	of	color	

body.	At	the	risk	of	not	producing	an	intended	project,	some	collectives	choose	to	lose	

sleep,	not	eat,	lose	relationships,	to	uphold	a	constructed	standard	of	a	performance	or	

show.	Instead,	women	of	color	should	choose	to	take	a	step	back,	re-evaluate	the	origin	of	

constructed	standards	of	performance	projects,	and	prioritize	the	collective	ability,	

capacity,	and	desire	for	such	projects	that	will	not	disintegrate	the	body,	mind,	and	soul.	

Projects	and	movements	should	regenerate	women	of	color	in	the	process	of	making	and	

creating	art,	not	disintegrate.		

5)	Hierarchies	of	Value	within	Capitalist	Time:	It	is	possible	to	reproduce	hierarchies	of		

value	within	women	of	color	activist	groups.	Prioritizing	the	schedules	of	certain	people		
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inherently	reproduces	hierarchies	of	value	based	on	production	outside	of	the	group.	To	

create	schedules	and	meetings	around	only	parents,	or	only	students,	or	only	teachers,	is	

problematic.	There	may	be	no	meetings	unless	there	is	compromise,	but	within	the	

compromise	should	lie	the	acknowledgement	that	there	is	no	struggle	that	should	be	

worked	around,	or	valued	more,	than	the	other.	Rotate	schedules	based	on	different	

necessities,	so	that	all	women	of	color	lives	are	taken	into	account	when	deciding	schedules	

to	meet,	create,	and	regenerate-	everyone	will	shift	and	move	for	each	other	without	the	

burden	of	accommodation	weighing	on	the	same	people	who	are	read	as	being	more	

“flexible”	than	others.	There	is	no	flexibility	under	capitalism,	there	is	only	multiple	

compromises	that	should	come	from	all	when	the	moments	allow	for	the	politics	of	

multiple	generosities.	No	generosity	should	be	taken	for	granted	or	exploited	within	

women	of	color	collectives.		

Chapter	2,	in	part,	has	been	submitted	for	publication	of	the	material	as	it	may		
	
appear	in	Frontiers	Journal;	Quintanilla,	Leslie	2019.	The	dissertation	author	was	the	sole	

author	of	this	material.	
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Chapter	3	
	

The	Violence	of	Border	Toxicity:	
Science	and	Activism	

	
	
Introduction	
	

On	August	2,	2017,	United	States	President	Donald	Trump	announced	that	he	would	

waive,	via	an	executive	order,	the	37	environmental	protection	laws	and	regulations	that	

exist	at	the	U.S.///Mexico	border	within	the	Department	of	Homeland	Security1.	That	same	

week,	he	was	asked	a	series	of	questions	at	a	press	conference	about	the	white	supremacist	

and	terrorist	rally	by	the	“alt-right”	in	Charlottesville,	Virginia,	deflecting	his	answers	

without	condemning	white	nationalism	to,	instead,	praise	his	plans	for	infrastructure	along	

“the	wall”.	On	June	21,	2017,	Trump	had	stated:	“we’re	thinking	about	building	the	wall	as	a	

solar	wall,	so	that	it	creates	energy,	and	pays	for	itself”2.	The	strategy	behind	claiming	

environmentally-friendly	and	green	methods	for	building,	or	actually,	expanding	an	already	

deadly	U.S.-Mexico	border,	helps	to	expand	an	already	racist	environmentalist	history	in	

the	United	States	to	the,	now	current,	manifestation	of	settler	“sustainability”	discourse.	

These	statements	reveal	how	environmental	and	sustainability	discourses	are	easily	

appropriated	by	the	seemingly	non-green	political	Right	even	when	most	of	the	

conversations	around	green	energy,	sustainability,	and	environmental	policy-making	

comes	from	the	so-called	political	Left.	The	37	environmental	laws	that	are	currently	

waived	in	order	to	progress	in	(re)building	the	U.S.///Mexico	border,	specifically	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	region,	are	those	that	“protect”	homeowners	from	“eminent	domain”,	

animals,	and	historic	burial	grounds.	In	both	factions	of	the	United	States’	political	Right-

Left	binary,	however,	sustainability	itself	is	a	project	that	foregoes	an	analysis	of	
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land/water	as	indigenous	elements	to	the	earth’s	ecosystem,	not	commodities,	which	have	

cosmological	importance	to	indigenous	land	histories.	Sustainability	policies	in	general	still	

perpetuate	settler	structures,	visions,	and	borders.	

In	the	United	States,	the	green-washing	of	settler-colonialism	goes	hand-in-hand	

with	sustainability	struggles	being	co-opted	by	capitalist	enterprises	and	the	borderization	

of	land	as	is	particularly	obvious	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	region.	Green-washing	refers	to	a	

corporate,	rhetorical,	and/or	cultural	sanitizing	of	the	environmental	hazards	and	toxins	

that	are	present	in	either	consumer	products,	food,	or	the	environmental	we	inhabit,	for	

the	sole	purpose	of	generating	market	value	or	trust	with	the	general	public	purporting	

that	environments/goods	are	safe,	clean,	and	“sustainable”3.	I	refer	to	the	physical	border’s	

current	greenwashing	process,	by	policy-makers	and	the	United	States	government,	as	an	

act	of	evolving	the	ways	that	settler-colonialism,	as	a	violent	and	deadly	structure,	is	

masked	through	its	adornment	with	“sustainability”	rhetoric.			Scholars	such	as	Patrick	

Wolfe,	Lorenzo	Veracini,	Roxanne	Dunnbar	Ortiz,	refer	to	settler	colonialism	as	structures	

and	not	events,	which	point	to	the	progressing	shifts	and	facades	that	the	current	settler	

state	undergoes,	as	seen	by	border	expansion	and	greenwashing,	in	order	to	fortify	itself	

conveniently	in	relation	to	shifting	political	contexts.			

In	order	to	understand	the	“green-washing”	of	the	United	States	as	a	settler	colony	

at	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	site,	specifically,	I	am	taking	cue	from	decolonial	

indigenous	activists	who	are	fighting	against	the	Israeli	settler	state	in	Palestine.	Scholar	

Lila	Sharif	discusses,	in	Vanishing	Palestine,	the	uprooting	trees,	the	planting	non-native	

plants,	and	existence/insistence	of	settler-colonial	law	in	environmental	resistance	as	

perpetuating	the	eco-occupation	of	indigenous	Palestinian	land4.	Since	1948,	Palestine	is	
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still	undergoing	an	indigenous	genocide	through	Israel’s	settler-colonial	occupation	of	the	

land.	Many	scholars	have	written	about	the	settler	wall	in	Palestine	as	having	direct	

economic,	military,	and	infrastructural	influence	from	the	United	States’	building	of	the	

U.S.-Mexico	border5.	The	Israeli	government	has	looked	up	to	its	settler	big	brother,	the	

United	States,	for	cues,	rules,	and	expectations	as	to	how	to	disappear	and	displace	

indigenous	peoples	through	an	ever-expanding	illegal	wall	that	cuts	through	Palestinian	

lands,	using	the	same	border-making	company	for	its	material:	Elbit	Systems	and	now	

Magal	Security	Systems6.	However,	my	aim	here	is	not	just	to	outline	a	unilateral	paternal	

relationship	between	the	United	States	and	Israel	as	a	settler	family,	or	create	a	false	

parallel	story	of	two	border	walls,	but	to	highlight	the	manifestation	of	an	onto-

epistemological	boomerang:	Israeli	settler	environmentalism	currently	shaping	the	

contemporary	green-washing	of	settler	colonialism	in	the	United	States	with	its	hyper-

reproduction	of	the	southern	border	wall	through	sustainability	discourses	from	white	

supremacists	and	environmentalists	alike.	

We	must	ask	ourselves,	what	does	environmental	justice	seek	and	what	does	justice	

look	like	when	the	“environment”,	seen	as	a	separate	entity	to	the	body	in	Western	

dualistic	thinking,	can	be	“greened”	by	embellishing	a	border	that	still	violates	and	kills	

land/water/life?	What	is	the	connection	between	biopolitics	and	ecology	at	the	physical	

U.S.-Mexico	border	wall?		

	 In	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	environmental	justice	movements	must	

take	seriously,	the	possible	physical	dismantling,	fence	by	fence,	of	the	border	wall	as	it	has	

manifested	in	ecological	destruction	and	symptomatic	health	hazards	brought	onto	

vulnerable	communities	of	color	on	both	sides.			The	lack	of	analyses	that	centers	
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indigenous	land	and	life	within	environmental	and	sustainability	movements	at	the	border	

have	contributed	to	a	process	I	call	“greening	settler-colonialism”.	We	can	see	an	example	

of	this	greenwashing	process	within	the	militarization	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	The	

advocacy	of	sustainability	and	environmental	discourses	that	uphold	environmental	

regulations	within	the	Department	of	Homeland	Security	is	to	also	deny	the	oxymoron	that	

is,	already,	having	a	settler	government	entity,	where	U.S.	Customs	and	Border	Protection’s	

official	website	(CBP)	states	that	it	is:	

committed	to	responsible	environmental	stewardship.	This	includes	the	
comprehensive	evaluation	of	potential	environmental	impacts,	thorough	
consultations	with	stakeholders,	and	the	identification	of	opportunities	to	
avoid,	minimize,	and,	where	appropriate,	mitigate	for	impacts	to	sensitive	
resources7		
	

yet	the	concept	of	the	border	itself	is	the	antithesis	of	“environmentally-friendly”.	Critical	

migration	scholars	like	Sylvanna	Falcon,	Eithne	Lubheid,	and	Joseph	Nevins,	have	unpacked	

the	innate	racism,	sexism,	and	homophobia	of	the	militarized	border	and	Homeland	

Security,	yet	these	works	have	yet	to	consider	how	settler	environmentalist	discourses	are	

incommensurable	with	indigenous	concepts	of	land/life	if	their	future	imaginaries	continue	

to	commodify	valuable	water/land/earth8.	In	order	for	environmental	justice	movements	

to	align	with	the	liberation	of	those	most	hurt/killed	by	the	border’s	very	existence	and	to	

fight	for	indigenous,	refugees,	women	of	color,	black,	queer	bodies	who	are	bearing	the	

brunt	of	global	climate	change,	there	must	be	a	thorough	critique	of	green-washing	efforts	

and	greening	of	technologies	that	are	destroying	global	south	lands	and	waters.	The	

erasure	of	the	border’s	embeddedness	within	the	structure	of	settler	colonialism	and	its	

imminent	uprooting,	displacement,	and	erasure	of	indigenous	ties	to	land	is	both	an	

ontological,	epistemic	and	material	limit	for	borderland	environmental	justice	struggles	
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that	urgently	needs	to	be	overcome	as	we	fight	for	healthy	communities,	clean	water,	

healthy	air,	and	fertile	soil	devoid	of	toxins.		

In	this	chapter,	I	look	at	the	U.S.///Mexico	border	region,	specifically	San	

Diego/Tijuana,	as	a	site	of	analysis	for	current	movements	against	environmental	racism	

and	the	negative	consequences	of	climate	change	through	various	activist	methods.		In	

“Racial	Formation,	environmental	racism,	and	the	emergence	of	Silicon	Valley”,	Lisa	Park	

and	David	Pellow	define	environmental	racism	as	“a	complex	set	of	practices	supported	by	

the	linked	exploitation	of	people	and	natural	resources”	and	urge	for	scholars	to	“pay	

attention	to	the	role	of	natural	resource	exploitation	as	a	form	of	racial	oppression”9.	In	the	

San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	I	understand	the	very	existence	of	a	border	wall/fence	

and	its	militarization	as	ecological	exploitation	of	natural	resources	with	communities	of	

color	affected	the	most	by	its	violent	infrastructure.	Given	the	context	of	governmental	

appropriation	of	sustainability	discourse	and	green-washing	of	border	violence,	as	

discussed	above,	it	is	important	to	take	cue	from	the	vulnerable	communities	of	color	in	the	

border	region	to	understand	environmental	injustice	as	intrinsically	tied	to	intersectional	

structures	of	oppression	against	women	of	color,	migrants,	refugee	and	low-income	

communities.	Thus,	I	use	a	feminist	science	studies	framework	to	see	the	ways	in	which	

scientific	data	sets,	testimonios,	cultural	production,	and	activist	organizing,	are	urgent	

intersectional	tools	for	analyzing	and	combatting	the	disproportionate	negative	

consequences	of	environmental	racism	and	environmental	colonialism	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	region	today.	Feminist	science	studies	allows	us	to	understand	how	cultural	

values	shape	science	and	how	science	shapes	cultural	values,	particularly	around	questions	

the	create	questions	that	uncover	historical	contexts	of	power,	underlying	assumptions,	
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and	who	is	at	the	center	of	impact	by	those	research	questions.		

First,	I	take	a	feminist	science	approach	to	understand	the	possibilities	of	utilizing	

traditional	scientific	data	models	for	potential	sites	of	anti-border	activism.	Taking	cue	

from	a	genealogy	of	women	of	color	writers,	I	understand	feminist	scholarship	as	“not	

confined	to	a	particular	substantive	topic	(i.e.,	it	is	not	just	about	studying	women)	nor	to	a	

particular	method	(e.g.,	qualitative	research),	but	rather	[it]	involves	an	epistemological	

stance…an	epistemological	shift	away	from	a	history	of	androcentric	bias	in	the	sciences,	

social	sciences,	and	humanities”10.	At	the	same	time,	I	hope	that	this	feminist	science	

studies	of	environmental	justice	movements	will	be	“a	way	of	orienting	to	academic	work	

that	is	attuned	to	power	relations,	both	within	the	academy	and	within	knowledge	

construction	itself”11.		

I	focus	on	women	of	color	knowledge	producers	who	are	creating	scientific	

knowledge	outside	the	academy	for	the	purposes	of	highlighting	environmental	racism’s	

effects	on	people	of	color	bodies	when	traditional	academic	scientific	research	interests	

and	goals	does	not	equal	to	the	impacted/affected	community	interests	and	needs.	

Analyzing	the	environmental	epistemic	authority	of	women	of	color,	of	which	are	majority	

migrant	mothers	living	at	the	borderlands,	is	my	own	feminist	methodology	for	

understanding	community	science	as	having	a	leading	impact	in	the	broader	environmental	

justice	movements	beyond	the	border.	I	analyze	the	archives	of	knowledge	that	are	

produced	outside	the	bounds	of	the	academy,	specifically	looking	at	land/earth	as	having	

its	own	testimonio	and	story,	as	exemplary	of	a	feminist	science	model	that	looks	at	the	

historical	context	of	the	borderization	of	land	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	region,	at	the	

underlying	assumptions	of	scientific	models	that	ignore	people	of	color’s	experiences	with	
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pollution	and	environmental	degradation,	and	the	impact	that	traditional	positivist	

research	questions	can	overlook.	And	lastly,	I	make	the	case	for	environmental	justice	

activism	to	fight	against	green	energy	discourse,	with	the	case	of	zero-emission	electric	

vehicles	that	run	on	lithium	batteries,	due	to	lithium-mining’s	destructive	effects	to	both	

land/water	and	indigenous	communities’	survival	in	South	America.	

The	Gaps	and	Feminist	Interventions	in	Data	Gathering	
	
	 In	the	United	States,	space	has	been	racialized	through	law	and	organized	to	sustain	

unequal	social	relations	in	order	to	maintain	a	white	settler	society12.	These	unequal	social	

relations	are	more	apparent	when	looking	at	the	overwhelmingly	negative	effect	that	

environmental	degradation	has	on	communities	of	color	due	to	water,	air,	and	food	toxicity.	

In	one	particular	case,	because	of	the	economic,	infrastructural,	and	political	existence	of	

the	U.S.-Mexico	border,	the	infrastructural	maze	that	is	the	San	Ysidro	Port	of	Entry	

provides	a	unique	site	for	understanding	the	links	between	the	border	wall	(and	its	

security	apparatus)	and	environmental	racism/colonialism.	I	understand	the	Port	of	Entry	

as	a	space	of	that	produces	unequal	power	dynamics	and	is	both	settler	colonial	and	

patriarchal	in	epistemic	and	material	ways.	Environmental	maps	and	data	sets	that	focus	

on	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	zooming	into	the	Port	of	Entry,	are	embedded	in	

colonial	and	patriarchal	cartographic	practices	that	impose	dominant	views	of	and	on	land,	

of	and	on	people,	to	create	positivist	knowledge	productions	that	erases	the	experiences	of	

the	most	vulnerable	communities	who	live	and	experience	these	spaces/places	every	day.	

In	Sherene	Razack’s	“When	Place	Becomes	Race”,	she	notes	that	“unmapping”,	or	

deconstructing	the	ways	spaces	and	power	function,	can	be	used	to	“undermine	the	idea	of	

white	settler	innocence	(the	notion	that	European	settlers	merely	settled	and	developed	
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the	land)	and	to	uncover	the	ideologies	and	practices	of	conquest	and	domination”13.I	

follow	her	lead	in	unmapping	the	ways	that	settler	colonialism	and	environmental	racism	

are	intrinsically	linked	by	pointing	to	the	gaps	in	environmental	data,	maps	in	particular,	

that	fail	to	account	for	border	environmental	racism	and	the	urgency	for	dismantling,	not	

reforming,	the	border	in	order	for	bodies	of	color	to	be	able	to	live.	Methodologically,	using	

a	feminist	science	approach,	I	tackle	both	the	settler	colonialist	and	patriarchal	logics	

within	these	maps	to	uncover	the	potential	power	of	such	maps	if	they	were	to	use	a	

feminist	discourse	for	land/water/air	toxicity.	In	order	to	do	this,	I	aim	to	unmap	and	

untangle	colonial	cartographies	in	order	to	understand	space	and	place	as	determinants	of	

power	and	oppression.		

	 We	can	understand	the	violence	of	the	border,	and	its	ensuing	environmental	

toxicity,	as	being	intrinsically	colonial,	heteropatriarchal,	and	capitalist14.	This	analysis	

must,	thus,	continue	to	be	the	feminist	of	color	framework	through	which	we	analyze	

scientific	graphs,	data	sets,	and	environmental	projections,	that	do	not	explicitly	identify,	

neither	in	their	methodologies	or	their	results,	the	root	causes	of	environmental	pollution	

or	environmental	degradation	and	its	ensuing	health	effects.	So,	to	offer	a	concrete	

example,	in	the	following	section,	I	use	feminist	science	as	a	method	to	de-normalize	the	

border’s	very	existence	in	the	data	sets	of	CalEnviroScreen	3.0,	an	empirical	data	catalog	of	

environmental	pollutant	concentrations	in	California.	In	addition,	I	aim	to	understand	the	

border’s	effects	on	scientific	methodology	with	the	Atmospheric	Studies	Journal’s	special	

edition	on	“Atmospheric	Studies	in	the	US-Mexico	Border	Region”15.	I	also	interview	Dr.	

Janin	Guzman-Morales,	a	Mexican	climatologist	at	UC	San	Diego’s	Scripps	Institution	of	

Oceanography	to	understand	the	geopolitical	effects	on	traditional	scientific	data	analysis	
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and	modeling.		

On	Science,	Funding,	and	Dynamical	Models	of	the	Border	Region	

As	I	interview	Dr.	Janin	Guzman-Morales	in	her	lab	at	UC	San	Diego	that	overlooks	

the	Scripps	Pier,	a	3-minute	walk	down	her	building’s	stairs	lead	us	to	the	beach	where	

many	scientists	are	surfers	and	many	surfers	take	breaks	from	their	jobs	to	take	a	quick	dip	

in	the	ocean.	We	note	the	irony	of	a	scientific	institution	luxuriously	enjoying	the	

accessibility	to	one	of	San	Diego’s	cleanest	beaches	while	at	the	same	time,	a	30-minute	

drive	south	to	another	beach,	we	will	not	see	a	pier	but	an	international	border	wall	

piercing	through	the	ocean-	a	historic	symbol	of	violence,	exclusion,	and	death.	We	talk	

about	her	research	as	a	post-doc	in	a	climate	lab,	where	she	is	currently	developing	

downscaling	models	of	southern	California	and	Baja	California’s	Santa	Ana	winds	for	a	100-

year	projection	in	the	context	of	climate	change.	She	is	working	in	the	world’s	only	lab	that	

is	studying	the	border	region’s	climate	projections	as	they	affect	Santa	Ana	wind	

temperaments,	and	as	the	only	Mexican	woman	in	this	lab,	she	sees	herself	as	having	a	

political	role	as	a	scientist	to	intervene	in	the	methodological	framing	of	her	research’s	

impact.	In	further	explaining	the	science	part	of	feminist	science,	Dr.	Guzman	sees	

positionality,	as	a	woman	of	color	scientist	who	develops	projection	models	for	the	next	

100	years	of	climate	in	the	border	region,	as	a	critical	intervention	in	the	trajectory	of	

masculinist	and	positivist	methods	of	science	studies	and	consequently,	she	places	herself	

as	an	ally	to	the	environmental	justice	movement	at	the	border.	Our	conversation	follows:	

	
Leslie:	How	do	borders	and	science	intersect?	

	

Guzman-Morales:	the	fact	that	the	border	exists	affects	my	work-	it’s	making	my	work	
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harder	because	I	don’t	have	the	same	data	availability,	data	coverage,	or	the	same	network,	

because	from	one	side	and	another,	you	have	different	administrations	that	don’t	matter	

for	the	natural	system	of	the	earth.	

	

Leslie:	So	the	border	affects	your	results.	

Guzman-Morales:	Yes.	Because	if	you	are	interested	in	the	border	region	and	you	are	not	

offered	the	same	input	for	your	analysis,	from	both	sides	of	a	border	that	otherwise	is	the	

same	ecosystem,	you	might	get	a	difference	in	the	output	of	that	analysis	because	you’re	

analyzing	different	data	with	different	coverages.	You	might	get	a	worse	output	that	is	not	

homogeneous,	that	is	not	fairly	representing	your	region.	You	might	see	an	artificial	

difference	because	the	data	input	is	different	from	one	side	to	the	other	side.	When	you	use	

data	(observations),	you	want	that	data	and	observations	to	be	collected	and	quality-

controlled	in	the	same	way.	So,	you	have	homogeneous	data,	from	both	sides	of	the	border.	

But	because	you	have	different	agencies	collecting	and	quality-controlling	the	data	in	a	

different	way,	you	might	introduce	an	error	that	is	not	naturally	there.	That’s	when	it	

matters.		

	

Leslie:	Since	the	border	affects	your	data,	how	has	it	specifically	affected	your	climate	

change	projections?	

	

Guzman-Morales:	the	dynamical	model	I	used	in	part	of	my	work	was	limited	to	40	

kilometers	south	of	the	border.	And	that	was	a	pity	because	that	was	the	only	resource	I	

had,	the	dynamical	model.	But	then	the	Santa	Ana	winds	are	well	known	to	go	as	south	as	
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Ensenada.	And	all	that	region	I	couldn’t	look	at	what	was	going	on,	because	I	couldn’t	

develop	a	dynamical	model	that	would	go	further	down	than	40km.	So,	you	have	federal	

money	funding	for	climate	change	projections,	but	they	will	cut	the	model	arbitrarily	when	

in	fact	Santa	Ana	winds	happen	way	more	south	than	40	km	south	of	the	border.		

	
This	conversation	is	indicative	of	climate	regimes	that	see	no	borders,	like	the	Santa	

Ana	winds,	yet	scientific	funding	in	the	United	States	that	demands	for	climatologists	like	

Dr.	Guzman-Morales	to	produce	top-notch	results	still	fall	short	because	funding	is	limited	

to	data	results	north	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	geopolitical	border.	Models,	maps,	and	raw	data	still	

reproduce	and	prioritize	the	geographic	north	while	discounting	the	geographic	south	in	its	

narrative	of	environmental	pollution	and	its	effects	on	only	certain	populations.	Through	

this	interview	with	Dr.	Guzman-Morales,	we	can	understand	that	even	official	climate	

change	data	produced	in	world-renowned	laboratories	are	limited	in	funding,	scope,	and	

resources	because	of	borders.	So,	I	underscore	the	importance	of	politically-inclined	

scientists	like	Dr.	Guzman-Morales,	as	part	of	a	larger	contingent	of	feminist	scientists	and	

particularly	the	women	of	color	scientists,	who	can	push	beyond	the	bounds	of	their	

constrained	resources	to	narrate	their	statistical	results	in	relation	to	the	geopolitical	

embeddedness	within	their	climate	modeling	process.	This	urgent	narration	is	a	feminist	

science	intervention	in	STEM	disciplines	that	would	otherwise	not	engage	in	intersectional	

analyses	of	race,	gender,	or	class	at	the	inception	of	scientific	research	or	their	data	

analysis.	Yet,	the	context	of	climate	change	is	requiring	interdisciplinary	methodologies	and	

conversations	across	fields,	namely	climatology	and	environmental	science,	to	be	in	

conversation	with	border	studies,	migration	studies,	and	gender	studies	in	particular,	as	

will	be	analyzed	later	in	this	chapter.		
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The	current	geopolitical	limits	in	scientific	research	on	environmental	pollution,	

health,	and	toxicity,	can	also	be	seen	through	various	environmental	agencies’	data	sets	and	

maps.	The	California	Environmental	Protections	Agency,	CalEPA,	partnered	with	the	Office	

of	Environmental	Health	Hazard	Assessment	(OEHHA)	to	create	a	mapping	tool	that	is	

accessible	to	anyone	in	an	online	platform,	to	identify	communities	in	California	that	are	

affected	by	environmental	pollution16.This	tool	allows	any	user	to	click	on	any	part	of	the	

California	map	to	uncover	the	health	effects	of	atmospheric	pollutants	onto	the	specific	

region’s	community.		

	

	
Figure	10.	CalEnviroScreen	3.0	2018	Screenshot	

	 I	zoom	into	the	map’s	San	Diego-Border	region,	particularly	the	area	that	Dr.	
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Guzman-Morales	studies,	to	see	what	the	dominant	data	understands	to	be	the	story	of	

environmental	pollution	in	relationship	to	the	geopolitical	space	and	power	production	

along	the	border	wall.	In	unmapping	this	image,	following	Sherene	Razack’s	suggestion,	I	

see	1)	the	erasure	of	the	South	as	unimportant	to	understanding	the	region’s	

environmental	status	as	continuing	the	process	of	settler	colonial	cartographies	and	2)	the	

patriarchal	insistence	of	dominating	and	taming	land	through	environmental	statistics	

North	of	the	border	while	leaving	a	fuzzy,	grey,	and	unknown	South	as	continuously	

unknown/unchartered	territory	that	is	potentially	dangerous	to	the	enlightened	North.	It	is	

no	secret	that	Tijuana’s	maquiladora	sector,	starting	in	1994	with	the	passage	of	NAFTA,	

has	created	toxic	zones	of	health	hazards	and	environmental	destruction	for	the	

development	and	consumption	of	goods	in	the	North.	Mainly,	women	of	color	in	these	

industries	have	suffered	the	health	impacts	of	working	in	such	factories,	like	skin	cancer,	

respiratory	diseases,	and	reproductive	health	issues.	Likewise,	toxic	waste	dumps	have	

polluted	both	air	and	water	resources	in	Tijuana,	continuously	affecting	the	most	

vulnerable	communities	like	women	and	children.	Still,	the	CalEnviroScreen	map,	when	

zoomed	in	to	this	very	toxic	transborder	zone,	stops	at	the	border	when	environmental	

destruction	originates	immediately	south	of	the	border.		

	 The	transport	of	atmospheric	pollutants	is	not	limited	by	physical	geopolitical	

borders-	the	wind	carries	them	across	walls	and	fences.	Atmospheric	pollutants	can	be	

gases	or	airborne	particulate	matter,	most	commonly	measured	as	particles	smaller	than	

2.5	micrometers.	Scientists	use	this	standard	size	because	particles	that	are	smaller	than	

2.5mm	are	able	to	cross	lung	tissues,	which	is	the	standard	environmental	pollution	

monitoring	in	every	city	for	health	consequences.	Yet,	the	catalog	of	observational	data	
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efforts	within	CalEnviroScreen	end	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border,	which	is	problematic	because	

it	renders	anyone	living	south	of	the	border	as	unworthy	of	data	analysis.	Thus,	a	feminist	

science	approach	would	make	it	impossible	to	ignore	such	issues	or	ignore	such	

populations,	particularly	nuanced	demographics	such	as	border	commuters.	The	border	

would	be	in	direct	conversation	with	scientific	data	analysis	because	feminist	science	

studies	crosses	disciplinary	fields	to	understand	the	intersections	of	geopolitical	contexts	

in	direct	conversation	with	scientific	data	collection.		

	 In	2016,	Atmospheric	Environment	science	journal	published	a	special	edition	called	

“Atmospheric	Studies	in	the	US-Mexico	Border	Region”	including	several	articles	that	

studied	levels	of	toxic	pollutants,	regional	climate	change,	and	air	quality	at	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border,	specifically	the	San	Ysidro	Port	of	Entry17.In	this	first-of-its-kind	

academic	study,	the	article	“Traffic	pollutant	exposures	experienced	by	pedestrians	waiting	

to	enter	the	U.S.	at	a	major	U.S.-	Mexico	border	crossing”	found	that	“border	commuters”,	or	

pedestrians	that	cross	the	border	from	Tijuana	into	San	Diego	almost	every	day,	have	

higher	exposure	rates	to	toxic	air	quality	from	vehicular	density	at	the	San	Ysidro	Port	of	

Entry.	It	states	that	“chronic	exposure	in	close	proximity	to	traffic	exhaust	is	associated	

with	a	wide	range	adverse	health	effects	including	cardiovascular,	respiratory,	cancer,	and	

reproductive	effects”18.	These	commuters	are	majority	people	of	color	and	Latinx19.	For	the	

study,	some	of	them	carried	monitors	on	their	bodies	to	measure	PM2.5	(fine	particulate	

matter),	CO	(Carbon	monoxide),	UFP	(ultrafine	particles)	and	Diesel	Exhaust	exposure	

while	waiting	in	the	pedestrian	line	to	cross	into	the	United	States20.	Methodologically,	this	

scientific	study	was	able	to	gather	data	from	participants	who	carried	monitors	on	their	

bodies	as	they	crossed	the	border.	However,	due	the	Customs	Border	Patrol	security,	the	
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researchers	were	unable	to	properly	install	monitors	at	the	most	high-density	points	of	

vehicle	exhaust	or	gather	the	personal	monitor’s	data	as	close	to	the	border	as	possible.	In	

this	case,	it	is	important	to	point	out	the	limitations	for	even	the	only	study	of	

environmental	data	analysis	from	border	air	pollution	due	to	the	security	infrastructure	of	

the	Border	Patrol.	The	very	militarization	border	becomes	a	hurdle	for	gathering	scientific	

data	as	knowledge	that	shows	the	toxic	slow	death	that	it	causes	for	border	crossers	and	

residents	who	live	right	next	to	the	border,	constantly	living	and	breathing	in	polluted	air	

every	day.		

	 Although	the	“Atmospheric	Studies	in	the	US-Mexico	Border	Region”	provides	us	

with	data	and	analysis	of	the	higher	risks	due	to	toxic	air	exposure	by	border	commuters,	

the	study	only	goes	so	far	as	to	suggest	further	health	studies	must	be	done	in	order	to	

understand	the	full	extent	and	effects	of	border	air	quality	due	to	increased	wait	times	of	

vehicular	traffic.	I	critique	this	suggestion	because	it	normalizes	the	existence	of	the	border	

and	does	not	identify	it	as	the	root	cause	of	environmental	pollution	in	the	first	place.	The	

study	fails	to	point	out	that	the	reason	there	are	higher	vehicular	wait	times	and	more	DE	

or	CO,	is	because	of	the	securitization	of	the	border	due	to	a	political	context	historically	

embedded	in	settler	colonial	projects,	anti-migrant	discourse,	and	currently,	post-9/11	

narratives	of	border	security	in	relation	to	the	“war	on	terror”	and	rise	in	Islamophobia.	

Scientific	studies	must,	more	than	ever,	cross	disciplinary	boundaries	in	order	to	approach	

root	causes	and	solutions	to	environmental	degradation	on	a	holistic	level-	taking	into	

account	the	historical,	political,	and	economic	contexts	for	the	resulting	data	analysis.	

Though	scientific	studies	have	been	limited	in	scope	due	to	CBP,	there	are	many	other	

methods	through	which	we	can	understand	the	effects	of	border	environmental	racism	and	
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the	slow	death	process	that	communities	of	color	endure	while	living	and	breathing	toxic	

air	next	to	the	border.	One	of	these	methods	would	be	to	build	on	the	toxic	air	knowledge	

produced	by	migrant	women	community	scientists	in	the	border	region.		

	
Migrant	Women	of	Color	as	Community	Scientists	
	

Thinking	about	land	and	environment	through	an	indigenous	feminist	lens,	Andrea	

Smith	argues	that	“colonizers	attempt	to	deny	[environmental	damage]	by	forcing	those	

who	have	already	been	rendered	dirty,	impure,	and	hence	expendable	to	face	the	most	

immediate	consequences	of	environmental	destruction”21.	She	traces	the	logics	of	colonial	

frameworks	that	have	aimed	to	subdue	and	control	“wild”	native	land	and	its	indigenous	

people	through	environmentally	destructive	processes	like	dumping	uranium,	military	

nuclear	testing,	and	radiation	emissions	on	native	land	and	reservations.	She	says	“[native	

people’s]	lands	and	territories	have	become	marked	as	violable,	[where]	the	connection	

between	the	colonization	of	native	people’s	bodies-	particularly	Native	women’s	bodies-	

and	Native	lands	is	not	simply	metaphorical”	especially	through	extensive	case	studies	that	

have	shown	how	native	and	women	of	color’s	bodies	have	severely	suffered	in	terms	of	

reproductive	health	and	cancer	rates	amongst	many	others22.	The	violation	of	land,	

specifically	through	the	normalized	existence	of	the	border	wall,	cutting	through	soil,	air,	

water	ecologies,	have	also	violated	indigenous	and	women	of	color’s	bodies.	Thus,	a	

feminist	science	framework	that	understands	border	pollution	and	toxicity	as	a	negative	

bio-political	impact	on	women	of	color	and	land	is	imperative.	

In	an	interview	I	conducted	with	Carolina	Martinez,	Policy	Director	at	San	Diego’s	

only	environmental	justice	non-profit	Environmental	Health	Coalition,	I	ask	her	about	the	

role	of	women	of	color	in	the	environmental	justice	movement	along	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	
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border.	The	activism	of	migrant	women	of	color	in	particular	informs	the	way	she,	as	a	

policy	advocate,	understands	the	importance	of	feminist	of	color	knowledge	production	as	

it	pertains	to	creating	community	science	projects	that	archive	health	data	sets	of	

vulnerable	communities	when	academic	science	studies	might	neglect	it.	I	see	her	analysis	

as	exemplary	of	feminist	science	methodologies	that	critique	the	role	of	knowledge	in	

academic	spaces	and,	particularly,	the	epistemic	exclusion	of	people	of	color	voices	and	

experiences.	Here,	we	can	see	that	science	outside	of	the	university	continues	to	be	

produced	outside	the	bounds	of	normative	modes	of	academic	inquiry	and	infrastructure,	

and	in	this	case,	it	is	politically	important	to	underscore	the	crucial	role	of	women	of	color	

who	are	producing	such	scientific	data.	These	feminist	scientists	are	the	women	of	color,	

mostly	migrant	mothers,	who	conducted	studies	in	their	neighborhoods	like	National	City	

and	Barrio	Logan,	San	Diego,	to	uncover	the	statistics	of	children	of	color	with	asthma	in	

the	region-	statistics	that	were	missing	at	the	time	when	city	and	environmental	research	

were	neglecting	to	include	women	of	color	and	populations	who	are	suffering	the	effects	of	

air	pollution	into	their	methodological	processes.	I	conduct	an	interview	with	Carolina	

Martinez	to	understand	the	specific	role	of	women	and	science	for	the	environmental	

justice	movement	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region.	

	
Leslie:	Who	is	doing	EJ	work	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	borderland?	
	

	
Carolina:	We,	women	of	color,	are	at	the	center	of	EJ	work,	in	the	SD	region	and	at	the	state	

level.	At	the	organizational	level,	our	organization	has	been	directed	by	a	woman	of	color	

for	the	last	38	years-	so	internally,	that	framework	is	center	in	all	the	structure	of	the	org-	

the	way	we	do	things,	the	way	we	organize	and	then,	if	you	look	at	the	people	that	are	
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organizing	on	the	ground	to	protect	their	communities	are	women	of	color,	a	lot	are	

mothers	that	are	recent	immigrants-	they	are	the	ones	leading	the	work.	We	have	

community	action	meetings	every	month	in	National	City,	in	Logan,	in	City	Heights	and	

Tijuana	and	I	would	say,	95%-100%	of	those	involved	are	WOC.	So	EJ	in	Southern	Cal	is	led	

by	women	of	color.		

	
Leslie:	Why	is	that	the	case?	

	
	

Carolina:	A	lot	of	the	way	that	women	get	involved	in	this	is	because	they’re	worried	about	

the	health	of	their	children,	they’re	taking	action	because	their	kids	have	asthma,	so	they’re	

the	ones	leading	the	way	to	real	solutions	because	it’s	about	the	health	of	their	kids.	Yeah	

there’s	men	of	color,	but	even	the	CA	EJ	Alliance,	is	all	women	of	color,	well	most	of	them,	

couple	of	white	women,	but	all	of	them	women	of	color.		

	
Leslie:	What	is	the	role	of	science	in	your	organizing?	
	
	
Carolina:	A	big	role-	there	are	also	different	types	of	science	and	community	science	is	the	

one	we	rely	on.	A	lot	of	the	data	that	agencies	are	collecting	and	putting	out	and	making	

public	is	not	recognizing	the	needs	of	the	EJ	communities	though	a	lot	of	times	we	feel	

obligated	to	collect	that	science	so	it	could	be	relevant.	The	science	can	study	what	you	

think	about	the	sidewalk	in	your	communities	and	the	city	might	think	everything	is	ok	

with	pedestrian	amenities,	but	communities	are	not	being	asked	about	their	own	amenities,	

so	we	go	out	and	we	ask	them	what	they	think?	Or	they	as	themselves	drive	the	data	that	

offers	their	truth,	their	science.	It’s	necessary	to	center	community	science	and	we	use	that	

to	advocate	for	solutions	and	then	there’s	the	science	from	the	city	or	agencies	or	
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educational	institutions	and	we	use	that	heavily	because	its	recognized	and	we	need	to	

have	facts	on	how	many	kids	in	particular	area	are	going	to	the	emergency	room	because	of	

asthma	complications.	So	when	you	use	data	to	compare	what	is	happening	to	national	city	

and	SD	county,	and	compare	average,	then	you	see	issue	of	injustice.	Then	you	use	that	data	

to	demonstrate	that	there’s	environmental	racism.	Use	science	to	organize	data	to	make	an	

argument	and	you	use	different	types	of	science	to	make	your	case.	But	its	definitely	

something	that	we	use-	mapping	for	geographical	placement	of	all	of	the	demographics,	all	

the	difference,	so	we	use	CalEnviroScren	a	lot	that	has	a	lot	of	science	in	it-	we	use	it	a	lot	to	

make	our	case.		

	
Leslie:	Who	is	doing	the	community	science?	
	
	
Carolina:	The	women	of	color	are	the	one’s	doing	the	science-	since	2006	we	did	a	

community	survey	and	they	went	out	to	ask:	do	you	have	kids	that	have	asthma?	They	

created	different	sets	of	questions	and	that	outlined	our	policy	advocacy	plan	in	EHC.		

	
I	understand	Carolina	Martinez’s	focus	on	the	leadership	of	migrant	women	of	color	as	

taking	epistemic	control	into	their	own	hands,	beyond	an	academic	space,	to	produce	

scientific	data	sets	for	respiratory	problems	as	it	concerns	their	children	in	low-income	

communities	as	a	model	for	what	a	feminist	science	method	can	look	like.	The	work	that	

Martinez	does,	as	a	policy	advocate,	along	with	other	colleagues	and	community	members	

within	the	Environmental	Health	Coalition,	is	to	create	a	space	for	“building	communities	

around	material	and	political	problems”	and	“building	tools	to	work	towards	a	more	just	

politics	of	knowledge	production”23.	I	argue	that	their	coalitional	approach	for	building	

networks	of	advocates,	scholars,	community	scientists,	city	officials,	among	others,	are	
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indicative	of	a	feminist	approach	that	centers	the	voices,	stories,	and	concerns	of	the	most	

affected	communities	by	environmental	pollution	and	degradation.	Thus,	I	add	to	this	

feminist	methodology	by	uplifting	the	work	of	women	of	color	community	scientists	who	

are	gathering,	creating,	and	analyzing	their	environmental	data	results	that	tell	their	own	

stories,	their	families’	stories,	and	the	stories	of	resistance	at	the	conclusion	of	those	

results.		

	 Air	pollution	and	its	negative	health	effects,	like	asthma	and	lung	cancer,	has	been	at	

the	center	of	community	science	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	and	the	work	of	the	women	of	color	

advocates,	or	as	they	call	themselves,	las	promotoras,	is	leading	an	environmental	justice	

movement	well	beyond	the	northern	and	southern	confines	of	the	border.	In	what	follows,	I	

analyze	the	ways	in	which	these	promotoras	were	also	involved	in	the	production	of	a	

documentary	that	highlights	the	effects	of	border	pollution	onto	border	communities,	

specifically	communities	of	color	in	San	Ysidro.		

	
Land	Testimonios:	Cultural	Production	and	Documentary	“El	Impacto	de	la	Frontera”		

In	“A	ghetto	land	pedagogy:	an	antidote	for	settler	environmentalism”,	La	Paperson	

untangles	antiracist,	feminist,	and	environmental	justice	movement	frameworks	that	

actually	are	not	necessarily	in	opposition	to	settler	colonialism24.	He	makes	a	distinction	

between	indigenous	land	education,	as	“land	[that]	is	both	people	and	place”,	that	is	not	the	

same	as	settler	space	of	inclusivity,	where	“place	becomes	something	everyone	can	claim,	

can	tell	a	story	about.	Place-based	education	leads	to	re-storying	and	re-inhabitation,	

whereas	land	education	leads	towards	repatriation”25.	Mishuana	Goeman	also	guides	us	to	

think	about	land	as	“living	and	layered	memory”	and	as	“meaning-making	place	…	at	the	

heart	of	indigenous	identity,	longing	and	belonging”26.	In	order	to	shift	the	settler-colonial	
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story	and	narration	of	the	border’s	past,	present	and	future,	as	land	that	is	continuously	

settled	and	degraded	by	the	border,	we	must	look	towards	indigenous	land	education	and	

memory	to	guide	our	current	movements	and	frameworks	resisting	the	earth’s	destruction.			

I	look	to	the	possibilities	and	openings	within	the	organizations,	narratives,	and	

archives	to	intervene	in	their	settler	trajectories	and	interject	a	possible	rerouting	towards	

land	decolonization.	In	Eve	Tuck	and	K.	Wayne	Yang’s	article	Decolonizing	is	not	a	Metaphor	

they	caution	against	the	“absorption	of	decolonization	by	settler	social	justice	frameworks”,	

including	environmental	justice	movements,	that	try	to	“escape	or	contain	the	unbearable	

searchlight	of	complicity”	with	settler	colonialism	and	the	continuous	

erasure/disappearing	of	the	Native	body,	story,	and	land27.	Therefore,	I	aim	to	amplify	

storied	land	in	the	ecological	and	cultural	archive	along	the	U.S-Mexico	border	by	looking	at	

a	short	documentary	about	communities	of	color	experiences	with	air	pollution	in	San	

Ysidro	and	the	ways	in	which	land,	soil,	and	food,	are	also	archives	of	land	memory	that	are	

speaking	their	own	stories	of	environmental	degradation.		

	 Three-minutes	from	the	San	Ysidro	Port	of	Entry	is	a	cultural	arts	center	called	The	

Front,	an	art	gallery	along	San	Ysidro	Boulevard	that	was	bought	by	the	non-profit	Casa	

Familiar.	In	the	first	half	of	the	20th	century,	this	street	was	a	popular	hub	for	celebrities	

travelling	to	Tijuana,	where	they	could	shop	for	any	necessities	before	and	after	their	trip28.	

Today,	the	relationship	between	the	border,	the	arts	center,	and	the	non-profit	is	important	

to	highlight	as	hubs	for	local	border-town	San	Ysidro	community	activism,	education,	and	

advocacy.	It	was	with	Casa	Familiar	and	their	community	members	that	science	

researchers	from	Atmospheric	Studies	were	able	to	garner	border	commuters	who	would	

carry	air	monitors	on	their	bodies	and	across	the	U.S.-Mexico	border	for	the	academic	
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study.	In	addition,	it	was	also	through	Casa	Familiar	and	The	Front	Arts	Center	that	the	

documentary,	“El	Impacto	de	la	Frontera”	or	“The	impact	of	the	Border”,	was	able	to	be	

produced,	filmed,	and	screened	to	spark	a	community	conversation	about	the	border	and	

air	pollution	in	2017.	El	Impacto	de	la	Frontera	and	its	thorough	showcase	of	San	Ysidro	

and	Tijuana	residents,	who	were	interviewed	because	they	have	suffered	negative	health	

impacts	due	to	border	pollution,	is	an	important	example	of	how	stories	and	narratives	are	

alternative	archives	to	non-existent	data	about	the	border.	At	“El	Impacto	de	la	Frontera”	

film	screening	in	2017,	the	event	centered	the	stories,	experiences,	and	analyses	of	

communities	of	color	who	are	the	most	affected	by	political,	economic,	and	environmental	

policies.	According	to	Sam	Delson	from	the	Office	of	Environmental	Health	Hazard	

Assessment	(OEHHA),	the	San	Ysidro	community	is	93%	Hispanic	with	“the	highest	

population	density	of	the	five	communities	identified	as	a	South	Bay	Sub-Regional	Area,	the	

lowest	median	household	income,	at	$35,993,	and	a	poverty	rate	of	25	percent”	(Voice	of	

San	Diego	2016).	Interestingly,	these	statistics	are	taken	from	the	CelEnviroScreen	3.0	

website	that	was	discussed	earlier.	These	statistics	form	one	form	of	data	sets	from	

scientific	research	and	the	stories	and	interview	within	this	film	allows	its	viewers	to	

understand	how	environmental	racism	affects	the	Chicanx/Mexican/Latinx	community	in	

San	Ysidro	as	borderland	communities.		

	 Before	2015,	there	were	no	studies	or	control	of	the	air	quality	from	Tijuana,	Mexico	

to	downtown	San	Diego,	California.	This	meant	that	the	air	quality	at	the	San	Ysidro-

Tijuana	border	itself	had	never	been	monitored,	tested,	or	analyzed	prior	the	Atmospheric	

Studies’	partnership	with	Casa	Familiar.	Without	the	installation	of	monitors	by	the	City	of	

San	Diego,	communities	and	residents	of	color	who	live	at	the	border	do	not	generally	
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know	the	impact	of	the	traffic	in	relation	to	the	toxicity	it	produces.	“El	Impacto	de	la	

Frontera”	therefore,	is	a	2017	documentary	funded	by	UC	San	Diego’s	Blum	Project,	which	

is	part	of	UC	San	Diego’s	cross-border	initiative	to	build	research	experience	for	UCSD	

students	in	border	research	projects.	In	partnership	with	Casa	Familiar	and	The	Front	

cultural	arts	center,	this	film	aimed	to	serve	as	a	tool	to	spread	awareness	about	air	

pollution,	respiratory	health	problems	in	children	and	adults,	such	as	asthma,	and	the	ways	

local	residents	can	get	involved	in	environmental	justice	activism.	The	film	is	a	montage	of	

different	community	perspectives	about	the	environment	and	health	at	the	border,	in	what	

some	interviewees	term,	“the	forgotten	city”	that	is	San	Ysidro.	It	is	institutionally	deemed	

as	“forgotten”	because	it	is	neither	a	point	of	destination	from	northbound	or	southbound	

traffic,	and	always	a	city	to	drive	through.	However,	there	is	a	vibrant	community	that	does	

live	in	this	border	town,	and	its	residents	have	been	organizing	to	raise	awareness	about	

border	air	pollution	for	a	long	time,	including	the	leadership	by	women	of	color	who	have	

organized	with	Environmental	Health	Coalition	and	Carolina	Martinez.	

The	film	chronicled	the	narratives	of	students,	medical	practitioners,	local	adults,	

and	activists	about	their	experiences	with	the	polluted	air	as	a	result	of	high	border	traffic	

in	Tijuana-San	Ysidro.	Some	community	members	have	had	family	members	die	due	to	

lung	diseases,	while	others	experience	intense	asthma	attacks,	burning	eyes,	or	inability	to	

breath	because	of	they	live	next	to	the	border.	There	is	one	senior	center	and	one	

elementary	school	that	are	physically	located	5-minutes	away,	walking	distance,	from	the	

border,	who	have	all	experienced	higher	rates	of	asthma	development	and	respiratory	

problems	in	relation	to	the	rest	of	California	school	children	and	seniors29.	I	argue	that	the	

border	is	an	illness	to	ecology	as	much	as	the	structure	that	creates	the	symptoms	of	toxic	



	 119	

health.	Thus,	when	all	the	interviewees	expressed	concern	over	the	current	plan	to	expand	

the	border,	including	more	traffic	lanes	with	higher	wait	times	at	security	checkpoints	by	

the	CBP,	they	are	expressing	an	anti-border	stance	as	an	extension	of	anti-colonial	activism	

in	order	for	their	health	to	improve.		

Most	residents	in	the	film	pointed	to	the	City	of	San	Diego’s	negligence	over	their	

health	and	environmental	concerns.	Most	importantly,	all	residents	had	analyzed	the	root	

causes	and	effects	of	border	air	pollution	because	of	their	families’	or	individual	experience	

with	the	impact	of	toxic	air	quality.	One	prominent	example	in	the	film	showcased	an	older	

Salvadoran	man	who	has	lived	in	San	Ysidro	since	the	1980s,	who	had	migrated	from	El	

Salvador	and	settled	in	this	particular	border	town.	His	long	residence	in	San	Ysidro	has	

allowed	him	to	understand,	not	just	the	political	and	economic	shifts	that	affect	the	way	the	

border	functions,	but	the	physical	landscape’s	changes	due	to	these	contexts.	The	

interviewee	had	grown	lemon	trees	in	his	backyard	in	San	Ysidro,	that	after	the	1994	

passage	of	NAFTA,	started	to	grow	abnormally.		

The	lemons,	after	1994	and	after	2001,	started	to	acquire	heavy	amounts	of	dark	oil	

resin	on	the	lemon’s	skin;	the	trunks	had	black	patches;	and	the	leaves	looked	as	if	they	

were	rotting.	When	NAFTA	was	instituted	in	January	1	1994,	there	was	an	increase	in	

traffic	at	the	San	Ysidro	border	as	commercial	trucks	with	diesel	exhaust	rapidly	increased	

the	density	of	air	pollution.	After	9/11	and	the	increased	border	security	measures,	

implementation	of	Homeland	Security,	the	security	checkpoints	at	the	border	increased	

vehicle	wait	time	in	order	to	cross	into	the	United	States	and,	therefore,	increased	the	

amount	of	vehicle	pollution	in	the	air.		
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Figure	11.	Oily	Lemons	displayed	at	The	Front	Art	Gallery	

The	oil	on	the	lemons,	leaves,	and	tree	trunks	serve	as	the	alternative	archive	for	

analyzing	the	timeline	for	how	political	and	economic	policies	have	created	an	

environmentally	deadly	environment	for	communities	of	color	at	the	border.	Although	

there	is	no	data	for	the	border	air	quality	pre-dating	2016,	the	data	can	be	seen	elsewhere:	

the	plants,	soil,	and	food.	Ecofeminist	Vandana	Shiva,	in	The	Seed	and	The	Earth,	says	

“violence	and	plunder	as	instruments	of	wealth	creation	are	essential	to	the	colonization	of	

nature	and	of	our	bodies	through	the	new	technologies”30.	Thus,	it	is	important	to	

understand	the	oil	on	the	citrus	fruit	as	symptomatic	of	the	border	colonization	of	

indigenous	land	and	life.	We	can	see	the	residual	sedimentation	of	settler	colonialism	on	

the	lemon’s	skin.	Where	indigenous	land	is	at	the	core	of	identity	and	culture,	

understanding	the	toxification	of	soil	and	food	as	a	result	of	settler	colonial	border	existing	

can	be	an	important	point	of	analysis	for	environmental	justice	activists	and	scientific	

researchers	in	Tijuana-San	Ysidro	sites.		

I	read	the	“El	Impacto	de	la	Frontera”	as	a	form	of	political	testimonio	that	archives	
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various	forms	of	border	environmental	racism	and	colonialism	that	are	made	visible	by	

community	stories,	the	body’s	slow	but	evident	deterioration	by	pollution,	and	land/soil	

degradation.	I	am	inspired	by	Chicana/Latina	feminist	scholars	who	address	testimonio	as	

the	“verbal	journey	of	a	witness	who	speaks	to	reveal	the	racial,	classed,	gendered,	and	

nativist	injustices	they	have	suffered	as	a	means	of	healing,	empowerment,	and	advocacy	

for	a	more	humane	present	and	future”31.	Testimonios	allow	the	audience,	particularly	for	

this	film,	to	understand	the	speakers’	ways	of	knowing	within	the	political,	social,	historical,	

and	cultural	histories	of	oppression	at	the	border.	These	stories	allow	the	audience	to	listen	

to	the	experiences	of	environmental	racism,	that	would	be	otherwise	untold	or	erased,	and	

turn	them	consciousness-raising	and	movement-building	tools.	The	testimonies	by	

communities	of	color	become	central,	if	not	the	crux,	to	understanding	the	impact	of	

environmental	colonization	at	the	border.	There	is	no	environmental	monitoring	before	

1994	or	before	militarization	of	the	border	ensued	post-9/11.	Thus,	there	is	no	ecological	

record	or	air	pollution	monitoring	record	before/after	the	implementation	of	these	

economic	and	political	policies	that	corroborate	with	the	impact	of	air	quality	in	the	region.	

However,	even	if	there	is	no	scientific	archive	to	chronicle	change	over	time,	we	can	think	

about	the	archive	in	the	stories,	bodies,	and	the	soil	at	the	border.		

At	the	event,	some	of	the	promotoras,	the	women	of	color	who	participated	in	both	

the	interviews	and	gathering	of	air	pollution	data	for	Environmental	Health	Coalition,	gave	

their	accounts	to	how	they	became	activists	in	the	environmental	justice	movement.	One	

promotora	said,	in	Spanish,	“people	don’t	care	about	us	because	we	don’t	vote	and	people	

here	don’t	vote,	so	local	reps	don’t	pay	attention.	So	we’re	encouraging	people	to	care	about	

voting	for	their	health”	and	another	said	“we	are	pushing	for	City,	state	and	federal	
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government	to	work	together,	and	encourage	Mexico	to	do	the	same	for	policy	change.	We	

want	to	run	a	class	about	pollution	for	the	community-	air	quality	is	hard	to	talk	about	

because	we	don’t	see	it.	So	where	can	we	see	it?”32.	In	these	statements	and	questions,	these	

promotoras	pushed	the	audience	at	the	film	screening	to	see	environmental	racism	at	the	

border	by	understanding	the	effects	on	their	bodies,	lungs,	allergies,	in	the	trees,	the	soil,	

and	on	the	fruit.	

	 The	concerns	of	San	Ysidro	residents	in	terms	of	the	increasing	car	lanes,	traffic,	and	

more	air	pollution	has	opened	up	conversations	for	environmental	justice	activists	and	

non-profits	to	demand	solutions	from	local	governments,	like	Environmental	Health	

Coalition’s	current	“Environmental	Justice	Assessment	of	the	City	of	San	Diego	Climate	

Action	Plan”33.	However,	most	of	the	discourse	surrounding	the	impact	of	toxic	air	quality	

for	border	residents	includes	the	“greening”	and	greenwashing	of	the	border.	Preventative	

measures	promoted	by	the	activists	in	the	film	suggest	planting	more	trees,	having	access	

to	home	air	purifiers,	or	changing	school	hours	so	that	children	do	not	breathe	in	the	toxic	

air	during	peak	traffic	hours.	Unfortunately,	potential	trees	would	not	cope	with	the	high	

rate	of	CO2	that	the	border	traffic	produces	and	although	schools	or	homes	can	acquire	air	

purifiers,	it	does	not	solve	the	issue	of	increased	toxic	air	density	and	negative	health	

impacts.	Record	health	problems	and	land/water	degradation	does	not	overcome	the	

militarization	and	implementation	of	border	security	checkpoints	that	causes	toxic	

environmental	racism.	When	the	current	political	context	is	expanding	the	most	trafficked	

border	in	the	world,	we	must	ask	critical	questions	that	point	to	the	root	causes	of	

environmental	racism,	land	degradation,	and	the	targeted	slow	death	of	communities	of	

color,	like	the	one	in	San	Ysidro-Tijuana.	An	intersectional	analysis	that	understand	settler	
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colonialism	as	a	structure	that	will	fortify	and	expand	border	pollution,	within	the	context	

of	anti-immigrant,	post-9/11	Islamophobia,	and	border	fortification	against	climate	

refugees	globally,	allows	for	a	more	nuanced	framework	that	allows	various	social	justice	

movements	to	come	together	in	opposition	to	institutional	oppression	and	border	violence.	

In	the	section	that	follows,	I	analyze	the	environmental	discursive	shift	towards	pushing	

policy	to	zero-emission	vehicles	and	green	cars	while	the	consequences	of	lithium	mining	

on	indigenous	communities	in	South	America	are	as	environmental	destructive	and	

desertifying	the	already	driest	place	on	earth.	
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Chapter	4	

Protecting	Water:		
Transborder	to	Transborder	Relations	

	
Introduction	

	 Currently,	given	the	dire	air	toxicity	indexes	that	rank	San	Diego	as	one	of	the	cities	in	

California	with	the	toxic	air	pollution	in	places	like	San	Ysidro	and	Barrio	Logan,	it	is	

important	to	question	desired	transitions	to	zero-emission	vehicles,	including	public	

transportation,	that	are	currently	proposed	by	Environmental	Health	Coalition	(citation	of	

Climate	Change	2.0).	Thus,	one	of	the	questions	I	wish	to	answer	is:	does	less	vehicle	

exhaust,	particularly	at	the	border,	lead	to	climate	remediation	and	environmental	equity,	

especially	for	marginalized	communities	at	the	border?	Where	and	who	benefits	from	

climate	remediation?	

	 To	answer	these	questions	for	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	my	research	

took	me	to	South	America:	my	research	and	activist	case	study	based	in	the	Lithium	

Triangle	mining	region:	Argentina,	Chile,	and	Bolivia.	My	political	involvement	in	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	organizing	has	led	me	to	forming	relationships	with	various	

environmental	justice	advocates	and	Scripps	Institution	of	Oceanography	scientists.	I	have	

had	the	honor	to	help	facilitate	the	formation	of	a	strong	group	of	insurgent	scientists	to	

smuggle	their	tools	out	of	the	laboratories	and	into	the	service	of	political	social	and	

environmental	struggles.	This	process	of	relation-building	and	finding	purpose	and	

meaning	within	Western	scientific	tools	has	led	me,	and	us,	to	the	co-founding	of	the	Center	

for	Interdisciplinary	Environmental	Justice	(CIEJ)	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region.	

Our	group	has	been	instrumental	for	forming	alliances	with	local	Kumeyaay	land	struggles,	

particularly	anti-sand	mining	in	El	Monte	Valley,	and	it	has	also	allowed	us	to	relationships	
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with	the	Kolla	and	Lickan	Antay	communities	of	the	transAndean	border	region	between	

Chile	and	Argentina	for	anti-lithium	mining	organizing.		

	 Our	CIEJ	has	allowed	me	to	be	a	guest	on	Lickan	Antay	lands,	where	I	was	able	to	

learn	about	and	become	transformed	in	how	I	understood	the	desert.	In	the	driest	region	

on	earth,	the	Atacama	Desert,	life	is	rendered	impossible	in	the	eyes	of	those	who	see	the	

desert	as	“lacking	life”	because	it	is	the	driest.	However,	upon	dialogue,	relation-building,	

and	bonding	with	the	Coyo	community	of	the	Lickan	Antay	desert	peoples,	I	have	come	to	

understand	the	desert	as	being	a	place	that	is	abundant	with	life,	with	water,	and	with	

thousands	of	years	of	ancestral	knowledge.	The	cosmologies,	ontologies,	epistemologies	

that	have	agency	in	this	desert	are	under	threat	because	of	the	exponential	drilling	that	has	

been	underway	for	lithium:	that	which	will	fill	batteries	for	electric	vehicles	in	the	turn	to	

“sustainable	technologies”.	Understanding	and	becoming	intimately	a	part	of	the	struggle	

against	lithium	mining	with	the	transAndean	communities	of	the	desert	region	in	the	

“Lithium	Triangle”,	I	have	the	cargo1,	the	responsibility	with	commitment,	to	continue	the	

search	for	tools,	methods,	and	solutions	to	halt	mining	on	indigenous	lands	because	I	have	

been	entrusted	with	the	relationship-	and	it	is	a	responsibility.	As	members	of	CIEJ,	we	are	

responding	to	climate	change	and	environmental	destruction	through	transnational	

solidarity	praxis	and	indigenous	feminist	discourses.	From	border	region	to	border	region,	

CIEJ	has	been	able	to	slowly	create	relationships	with	indigenous	communities	in	defense	

of	water	and	land	by	utlizing	university	resources	such	as	laboratories	and	scientific	

research	for	decolonial	goals.		

	 In	the	current	urgency	for	solutions	to	reduce	CO2	emissions,	it	is	important	to	

understand	that	global	warming	is	not	just	a	numerical	factor,	but	a	call	to	create	shifts	
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away	from	infrastructures	of	capitalism	and	colonialism.	Currently,	California	is	the	leading	

state	in	the	United	States,	and	amongst	the	top	regions	of	the	world,	that	is	implementing	

transitions	to	electric	vehicle	consumerism	and	infrastructure	as	a	solution	to	reduce	C02	

emissions.	There	are	numerous	electric	vehicle-charging	stations	that	are	currently	

installed	in	expanding	urban	zones	such	as	San	Diego,	Los	Angeles,	and	the	San	Francisco	

Bay	Area.	I	understand	CIEJ	as	organizing	at	the	intersection	of	climatology,	decoloniality,	

and	indigenous	land/water	regeneration.	Climatology,	the	study	of	weather	averages	over	

long	periods,	which	includes	precipitation,	temperature,	sea	surface	temperature	(SST),	

becomes	an	important	context	through	which	anti-colonial	and	anti-capitalist	discourses	

can	be	made.	Since	CIEJ	is	based	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	transborder	

responses	to	climate	change	become	pertinent	frameworks	through	which	to	see	the	

complicity	of	settler	colonial	border	structures	and	capitalism	as	co-constitutive	of	

environmental	destruction	that	perpetuates	disastrous	climate	change.		

	 This	chapter	focuses	on	Indigenous	feminism	as	a	method	through	which	feminist	

science	can	be	an	accomplice	to	anti-capitalist	and	anti-extraction	movements.		I	

understand	indigenous	feminist	responses	to	climate	change	and	environmental	

destruction,	from	one	transborder	community	to	another,	as	transnational	praxes	that	is	

rooted	in	relation-building	across	borders.	I	take	Julieta	Paredes	and	Haunani-Kay	Trask’s	

work	on	indigenous	feminist	discourses	as	responses	to	colonial	patriarchy	as	important	

bases	from	which	CIEJ	is	working	alongside	transnational	indigenous	communities	to	

combat	environmental	destruction.	To	the	Lickan	Antay	in	Chile,	water,	or	puri,	is	

everything	-	from	the	source	of	all	life	to	reflecting	pools	used	to	interpret	the	cosmos	and	

their	intrepid	landscapes.	It’s	the	center	of	their	cosmological,	epistemological,	ancestral,	
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and	topographical	reality.	Through	these	bodies	of	water	imbued	with	generations	of	

ancestral	wisdom,	the	Lickan	Antay	people	have	traditionally	understood	the	stars	as	

relators	of	climatic	patterns	that	guide	their	agro-pastoral	livelihoods.	Indigenous	feminism	

understands	decolonization	as	a	feminist	movement,	where	anti-patriarchal	work	is	part	of	

decolonization	and	sovereignty.	Maintaining	and	regenerating	relations	with	water	and	

land	is	part	of	native	sovereignty	as	well.	Thus,	I	see	the	work	of	joint-struggle	and	

solidarity	work	as	an	important	space	to	develop	decolonial	work	within	CIEJ	as	we	work	

alongside	Lickan	Antay	communities	in	Chile	and	Kolla	communities	in	Argentina.	

	 In	the	following	sections,	I	outline	the	ways	in	which	“green	futurity”	is	constructed	

through	the	commodification	and	fetishization	of	electric	cars	as	a	solution	to	climate	

change.	First,	I	will	unfold	the	entangled	socio-pedagogical	structures	of	green-washing	in	

the	fast-evolving	lust	for	electric	cars	in	California.	Second,	I	unpack	the	important	

interventions	that	CIEJ	is	making	to	disrupt	the	progress	of	a	“green”	future	through	joint-

struggle	organizing	with	transAndean	indigenous	communities.	Third,	I	will	demonstrate	

the	ways	in	which	corporate	extractivism	of	lithium	in	Chile	and	Argentina	have	desecrated	

indigenous	land	and	life-	the	base	for	“green”	life	in	cosmopolitan	California.	Lastly,	I	will	

outline	the	ways	in	which	indigenous	resistance	and	decolonial	feminist	science	from	

below	are	hopeful	partners	in	the	continuous	effort	to	halt	lithium	mining	extraction,	and	

potential	models	for	other	geographic	groundings	for	solidarity	science.		

	 I	employ	interdisciplinary	frameworks	of	storied	land,	green-washing	discourse,	

desire-based	research	and	decolonization	to	understand	the	ways	in	which	transAndean	

indigenous	lifeblood,	water,	is	“chocked	out”	as	lithium	mining	destroys	land	and	life.	

Storied	land,	as	Indigenous	Feminist	scholar	Goeman	says,	is		
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land	as	a	storied	site	of	human	interaction;	they	are	routed	and	rooted	stories	
that	provide	meaning	well	beyond	jurisdictional	legal	values.	(Re)opening	the	
meaning	of	land	beyond	territory,	property,	or	location	while	retaining	its	
political	vitality	is	necessary	as	neoliberal	settler	governments	continue	
destruction	in	the	name	of	profit	for	a	few,	regardless	of	whose	lifeblood	is	
choked	out	in	the	process.2	

I	see	the	transAndean	resistance	struggle	in	Chile/Argentina	as	an	important	factor	in	

unearthing	the	ways	in	which	green-washing	has	helped	earn	electric	vehicle	companies	

the	support	of	environmentalists	and	environmental	justice	movements	in	California.	The	

veiled	reality	of	ecological	destruction	in	South	America	enables	California	consumers	to	

become	embedded	in	“both	the	sponsorship	of	culture	by	major	polluters	and	the	pollution	

generated	by	the	culture”	when	they	choose	to	continue	buying	capitalist	products	veiled	in	

environmental	justice3.	To	critique	zero-emission	vehicles,	electric	cars,	is	to	critique	the	

culture	that	drives	our	conceptualization	and	construction	of	“green”	and	“sustainability”	in	

the	first	place.	To	do	this,	I	employ	a	“desire-based	framework	[as]	an	antidote	to	damage-

centered	research”,	where	these	frameworks	are	concerned	with	understanding	

“complexity,	contradiction,	and	the	self-determination	of	lived	lives.”4	This	political	stance	

to	resist	damage-centered	research	is	to	resist	seeing	Indigenous	communities	as	victims	of	

capitalist	extraction,	but	instead,	as	agents	of	land/water	that	aim	to	protect	the	earth	as	

they	have	for	time	immemorial.	CIEJ	can	work	in	solidarity	with	indigenous	communities	in	

South	America	by	interrupting	the	green-washing	discourses	of	zero-emission	vehicles	in	

ground	zero	of	its	dissemination-	California.	Thus,	working	in	tandem	towards	the	self-

determination	of	indigenous	land	in	life	in	Chile/Argentina	from	the	communities’	base	is	

to	also	understand	and	work	in	tandem	for	decolonization	in	the	San	Diego/Tijuana	border	

region	as	well.		
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	 This	research	is	in	service	of	current	transAndean	movement	for	land	and	water	and	

against	lithium-mining	extraction	that	promotes	itself	as	the	solution	to	climate	change.	

Thus,	my	methodological	process	has	involved	co-constructed	processes,	where	we	have	

used	convivial	research	methods	that	have	taken	me	to	the	Atacama	Desert	to	learn	and	

produce	research	together,	as	non-indigenous	organizers	and	Andean	communities,	in	ways	

that	are	beneficial	to	the	Kolla	and	Lickan	Antay	communities.	Convivial	research,	as	

defined	by	Manolo	Callahan	and	Universidad	de	la	Tierra	Califas5,	is	a	practice	that	“engages	

the	tradition	of	participatory,	politically	situated	practices	of	collective,	community-based	

knowledge	production	by	highlighting	transdisciplinary,	reflexive	investigative	approaches	

that	prioritize	local,	situated,	and	poetic	knowledges.”6	Based	on	previous	participation	in	

Universidad	de	la	Tierra	Califas,	I	utilize	convivial	research	as	a	method	within	collective	

learning	processes	in	CIEJ	and	with	transAndean	communities	in	South	America.	While	co-

learning	with	CIEJ	members	and	indigenous	communities,	we	have	constructed	a	political	

critique	of	“green-washing”	through	a	cultural	analysis	that	uncovers	the	curricular	and	

pedagogical	structures	within	culture	that	hold	electric	vehicles	as	viable	saviors	of	the	

planet	in	the	context	of	climate	change.		

	 The	threat	of	the	Green	economy	is	its	basis	in	neocolonialism,	which	uses	

economic,	political,	military,	and	other	pressures	to	exploit	vulnerable	communities	and	

make	them	dependent	on	the	exploitative	industries.	Neoliberalism,	as	an	economic	and	

political	policy	as	well	as	a	philosophy	of	culture	that	justifies	the	oppression	of	the	

marginalized,	gives	entrepreneurs,	corporations,	and	governments	the	legal,	political,	and	

social	ability	to	ravage	vulnerable	communities	and	exploit	their	environments.	In	this	way,	

neoliberalism	is	an	extension	of	the	logics	of	colonialism	that	have	violently	subjugated	
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Indigenous	peoples	and	destroyed	Indigenous	lands	and	waters	for	the	profit	and	comfort	

of	non-Indigenous	peoples.		

	 All	green	washing	capitalism	schemes	in	general,	have	a	devastating	impact	on	

Indigenous	peoples,	biodiversity,	and	the	fragile	and	unique	regions	of	the	world	such	as	

both	the	salares	(desert	salt-water	flats)	of	the	Andean	Altiplano	and	the	San	Diego	River	

system	which	both	form	sacred	creation	sites	for	Indigenous	communities.	In	the	quest	for	

solutions	to	climate	change,	colonial	extraction	industries	and	exploitative	manufacturing	

and	retail	empires	are	rebranding	themselves	“green”	to	sell	us	a	consumerist	lifestyle	that	

exists	by	devouring	Indigenous	land	and	water.	It	is	a	system	that	manufactures	a	

perpetual	state	of	insatiability	and	disconnection,	eroding	the	social	fabric	of	our	lives	for	

speed,	convenience,	luxury,	and	the	perception	of	environmental	control.		

	 The	mining	and	lithium	extraction	industries	ravage	sacred	sites	and	deplete	non-

renewable	groundwater	that	the	Lickan	Antay	depend	on	for	drinking,	agriculture,	and	the	

survival	of	the	ecosystem	that	their	cosmology	is	founded	on.	Currently,	lithium-extraction	

sites	have	expanded	beyond	the	Lithium	Triangle	and	has	come	California,	particularly	in	

the	Death	Valley	region,	where	“for	dyed-in-the-wool	environmentalists,	the	brewing	war	

over	lithium	mining	poses	a	moral	dilemma	as	it	seemingly	pits	them	against	efforts	to	

reduce	greenhouse	gas	emissions”	and	slaps	the	reality	of	environmental	destruction	via	

mining	for	electric	vehicle	batteries7.	This	reality	that	has	come	home	to	the	largest	

consumer-base	of	electric	vehicles	will	ultimately	face	the	dire	effects	on	land/water	that	

indigenous	communities	have	already	confronted	in	South	America.	

Lithium	is	one	of	the	oldest	elements	of	the	periodic	table,	present	during	the	

creation	of	the	universe	in	the	big	bang.	Interestingly,	the	scarcity	of	lithium	has	presented	
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a	conundrum	for	astrophysicists	known	as	the	“cosmological	lithium	problem,”8	meaning	

not	enough	lithium	exists	in	the	universe	to	match	the	models	of	the	big	bang	theory.	If	the	

big	bang	is	correct,	there	should	be	much	more	lithium	than	there	is.	New	research	and	

modeling	suggests	that	the	behavior	of	lithium	and	its	depletion	by	stars	may	account	for	

its	limited	expansion,	but	either	way,	the	scientific	community	agrees	that	lithium	is	both	

ancient	and	scarce	compared	to	other	early	elements.	Lithium	is	our	ancestor.	The	question	

for	us	then,	following	the	Indigenous	knowledge	shared	with	us	by	the	Lickan	Antay	and	

Kolla	peoples,	is	do	we	want	an	economy	based	on	the	extraction	and	consumption	of	our	

own	ancestors?	

	 In	CIEJ,	we	are	working	within	the	intersections	of	indigenous	land/water	

protection,	western	science,	and	institutional	reshuffling	of	resources	in	service	of	the	

communities’	fight	against	mining.	Thus,	we	employ	feminist	science	as	a	means	to	

acknowledge	that	these	systems	of	power	shape	our	work	in	the	natural	sciences.	Rather	

than	ignoring	systems	of	power	and	how	they	contribute	to	researcher	biases,	as	scientists	

conventionally	do	to	protect	supposed	objectivity,	we	consciously	navigate	them	with	an	

intention	to	use	our	position	and	resources	to	subvert	existing	power	structures.	We	are	

exploring	how	to	do	this	is	in	the	material	practice	of	our	work	as	scientists	and	

researchers.	

Against	“Green”	Solutions	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	Border	

	 The	discourse	around	“green	energy”	as	a	positive	trait	of	an	otherwise	deadly	

military	force	in	San	Diego	is	a	green	washing	tactic	that	is	allowing	the	border	and	military	

complexes	to	obscure	the	otherwise	environmentally	destructive	and	climate-inducing	

infrastructures	that	such	“green	energies”	actually	uphold.	On	May	3,	2018,	I	attended	the	
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University	of	San	Diego	Climate	Education	Partner’s	conference	called	“San	Diego’s	Climate	

Action	Leadership:	Leading	the	Way	for	our	Nation”.	The	event	marked	the	end	of	a	

National	Science	Foundation	grant	that	allowed	for	cross-sector	collaboration	across	

university,	policy,	and	non-profits	to	tackle	the	issue	of	climate	change	in	the	region.	The	

panel	of	speakers	included	official	representatives	such	as	April	Boling,	Board	Chair	of	the	

San	Diego	County	Regional	Airport	Authority,	Port	Commissioner	Rafael	Castellanos,	

Assembly	member	Todd	Gloria,	Chief	Deputy	Executive	Director	at	SANDAG	Kim	Kawada,	

Congressman	Scott	Peters,	and	Councilmember	Cori	Schumacher	from	Carlsbad	City	

Council.	What	is	important	to	highlight	from	this	specific	panel,	as	it	relates	to	how	the	San	

Diego	region	is	imagining	tangible	climate	solutions,	is	within	the	green	washing	narrative	

of	the	border	region’s	complex	entanglement	with	the	military	and	border	industrial	

complexes.		

	 I	see	the	intersection	of	green	washing,	border	security,	and	the	military	industrial	

complex	as	culprits	in	the	false	promise	of	climate	change	solutions	via	government	

policies.	The	United	States	Department	of	Defense,	its	military,	is	the	largest	consumer	of	

oil	in	the	world9.	Congressman	Scott	Peters	sees	an	important	economic	benefit	that	would	

bring	both	Republicans	and	Democrats	to	an	agreement	on	climate	solutions,	by	supporting	

a	shift	towards	renewable	and	sustainable	energy	because	it	would	support	national	

security	concerns.	He	lauded	the	“Great	Green	Fleet”10	that	launched	from	Coronado,	a	

Navy	ship	that	is	using	biofuels	from	beef	fat,	as	an	important	step	in	sustainable	energy	

practices	in	San	Diego’s	navy	and	army	bases.		

	 The	fact	that	the	Navy	has	undergone	“renewable	energy”	transformation	only	

masks	the	environmentally	destructive	roots	of	marine	borderization	and	imperialism	in	
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the	sea.	Rafael	Castellanos	from	the	Board	of	Port	Commissioners	said	during	the	panel	that	

understanding	the	relationship	between	the	Navy	and	climate	change	

helps	to	get	rid	of	the	politics,	because	now	its	a	national	security	issue,	
right?	In	2012,	the	navy	commander	of	the	entire	pacific	region	said	that	‘sea	
level	rise	was	the	single	biggest	threat	to	global	security’…’the	single	biggest	
threat	to	global	security’	so	you	have	a	messenger	like	that	it	really	does	a	
tremendous	amount	to	get	rid	of	politics11	

For	the	Port	of	Authority	to	understand	sea	level	rise	as	a	national	security12	issue	that	is	

supposedly	devoid	of	politics,	where	he	understands	politics	to	narrowly	mean	“bipartisan	

issues”,	is	to	normalize	the	border	and	military’s	colonial	and	imperial	relationship	to	land	

and	water.	The	Port	of	Authority,	thus,	has	formalized	a	Memorandum	of	Agreement	

between	themselves	and	the	Navy,	exchanging	valuable	scientific	research	about	sea	level	

rise	in	order	to	respond	to	its	consequences	in	San	Diego13.	These	formal	venues	and	

conferences	that	bring	together	San	Diego’s	government	officials	present	these	dialogues	as	

the	necessary	leadership	step	in	the	region’s	response	to	climate	change.	However,	I	

underscore	the	“green	washing”	process	of	both	the	Navy	in	the	sea	and	the	military	at	the	

border,	and	point	to	the	proposed	violences	that	are	enacted	against	communities	that	are	

migrating	due	to	environmental	destruction	and	climate	change14.	The	intersectional	

structures	of	violence	are	weaponizing	climate	change	when	sea	level	rise	is	addressed	

through	the	framework	of	a	multilateral	security	infrastructure.	

	 Climate	change	has	been	and	will	always	be	a	political	issue	and	understanding	the	

San	Diego	region’s	response	to	climate	change	allows	us	to	see	seemingly	disparate	issues	

as	connected.	In	this	geographic	context,	we	can	understand	how	and	why	San	Diego	

officials	create	narratives	and	versions	of	sustainability,	when,	in	the	example	of	the	“Great	

Green	Fleet”,	the	Navy	actually	hides	the	devastating	effects	of	militarization	locally	and	
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abroad.	When	San	Diego	is	a	region	that	harbors	an	intimacy	amongst	the	border,	military,	

and	prison	complexes,	the	notion	of	a	benevolent	green	sustainable	solution	that	creates	

“peace”	amongst	two	political	parties,	is	ridiculous.	Therefore,	to	understand	further	the	

relationship	between	green	discourses	and	the	border,	it	is	important	to	think	

transnationally	and	extend	an	analysis	of	local	environmental	and	climate	justice	issues	at	

the	U.S.-Mexico	border	in	conversation	with	other	geographies.	

	 In	2017,	the	San	Diego	Naval	Base	also	celebrated	its	leadership	in	“green”	

infrastructure	when	it	unveiled	new	electric	vehicle	charging	stations,	particularly	in	the	

California	context	where	90	charging	stations	have	been	implemented	throughout	the	

state,	and	50	of	those	are	in	San	Diego15.	Similarly,	the	United	States	Air	Force	has	unveiled	

electric	vehicle	fleets	within	the	Department	of	Defense’s	plan	to	shift	to	renewable	energy	

sources	and	a	coalition	of	army	veterans	are	promoting	this	shift16.	Princeton	Power	

Systems	Inc.	is	one	of	the	main	designer	and	manufacturers	of	technologies	that	the	

Department	of	Defense	is	utilizing	in	green	washing	their	military	bases17.	Interestingly,	

and	not	coincidentally,	Princeton	Power	receives	its	batteries	from	International	

Batteries18,	which	has	been	a	part	of	the	lithium-mining	industry	in	the	Lithium	Triangle19,	

where	indigenous	communities	are	fighting	to	protect	their	land	and	water.		In	analyzing	

the	effects	of	climate	change	remediation	discourses	and	the	ways	in	which	transnational	

corporations	are	exacerbating	the	rates	of	environmental	destruction,	we	cannot	think	

narrowly	about	solutions	within	the	nation-state	framework,	like	the	Department	of	

Defense’s	shift	to	“green”	energy,	but	we	must	think	transnationally	about	both	the	

problems	and	solutions	to	climate	change	instead	of	merely	greenwashing	existing	

structures	that	destroy	land	and	water.		
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The	Tesla	Effect	

	 Proposals	to	address	climate	change	often	ignore	the	fact	that	climate	change	

emerged	as	a	byproduct	of	destructive,	extractivist	policies	built	upon	the	oppression	of	

Indigenous	peoples	and	ecological	systems.	Current	efforts	to	use	electric	vehicles	to	

transition	to	a	“zero-emission”	world	reduce	climate	change	to	an	“emissions”	issue	while	

maintaining	the	extraction	and	destruction	of	lands	that	are	the	root	causes	of	climate	

change.	California	alone	plans	to	have	4.2	million	electric	vehicles	by	203020.	The	rush	

towards	a	lithium-battery	powered	economy	in	particular	has	devastating	consequences	

for	the	environment,	people,	and	the	planet	at	multiple	spatio-temporal	scales.	

	 The	political	and	commercial	processes	behind	the	demand	for	lithium	batteries	are	

vast	and	expanding,	promising	the	allure	of	guilt-free	consumerism	at	the	expense	of	the	

land/water	and	Indigenous	people.	The	biggest	promoter	of	this	false	promise	is	Tesla	and	

its	media	savvy	CEO	Elon	Musk,	who	are	positioning	themselves	as	luxury	saviors	who	can	

rescue	humanity	from	apocalyptic	destruction	by	providing	a	lithium	battery	powered	

future.	News	articles,	like	the	screenshot	below,	of	Elon	Musk	news	continue	to	market	his	

technological	advancements	in	the	electric	car	industry	as	leading	climate	change	solutions.		
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Figure	12.	Screenshot	of	Google	Search	"Elon	Musk	Patents"	

Discourses	that	paint	Elon	Musk	as	a	“saint”	that	is	“saving	the	earth”	with	his	tech-bro	

cults	are	part	of	the	culture	of	green	washing.	I	see	“green	washing”	within	technology	and	

high-tech	industries	that	are	now	profiting	off	of	the	global	concern	of	both	

environmentalist	and	environmental	justice	movements	that	are	desperately	seeking	

solutions	to	limit	CO2	emissions.	“Green”	technology	discourses	are	part	of	what	I	call	

“green	futurity”,	or	the	current	iteration	of	settler	environmentalist	processes	that	aim	to	

narrate	the	earth’s	future	through	technological	sustainability	that	is	based	on	colonial	

extractivist	processes.	Green	futurity	is	a	(settler)	colonial	extraction	of	the	present/future	

that	destroys	indigenous	land/water.	The	ways	in	which	“green	futurity”	is	currently	

gaining	ground	as	a	desired	present/future	method	of	“saving	the	earth”	is	through	

commodity	fetishism	of	the	electric	car,	like	Tesla.	Through	a	cultural	studies	and	science	

and	technology	studies	reading	of	the	electric	car,	I	see	a	settler	cosmopolitan	culture	that	

fetishizes	the	supposed	environmentally	friendly	car-	a	solution	that	aims	to	keep	the	status	
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quo	intact.	Toby	Miller	understands	this	intersection	as	“The	beautiful	and	the	sublime	have	

blended	in	the	‘technological	sublime’,	a	totemic,	quasi-sacred	quality	that	industrial	

societies	cathectically	ascribe	to	modern	machinery,	engineering,	design,	and	marketing	as	

simultaneously	beautiful	and	powerful.”21	We	can	see	the	ways	in	which	the	current	culture,	

embedded	in	capitalist,	racist,	sexist,	structures,	work	to	amplify	the	so-called	“green”	

solutions	to	climate	change	and	CO2	emissions.	What’s	not	in	the	narrative,	is	that	it	takes	

50	kg	of	lithium,	through	tons	of	water	evaporation,	to	power	a	Tesla	and	there	is	currently	

no	process	to	recycle	lithium	leading	to	toxic	waste.	Yet	it	is	the	aestheticization	of	climate	

solutions	through	commodity	fetishism	and	cosmopolitanism	that	are	currently	one	of	the	

loudest	proponents	of	climate	change	solutions.	In	order	to	understand	the	non-greenness	

of	the	“green”	discourse	of	sustainable	technologies,	I	will	dissect	the	reality	of	resource	

extractivism	in	the	Lithium	Triangle	within	the	context	of	colonialism,	patriarchy,	and	

capitalism.		

Extractivism	

	 Extractivism	is	the	process	of	extracting	natural	resources	from	the	Earth	to	sell	on	

the	world	market.	It	exists	in	an	economy	that	depends	primarily	on	the	extraction	or	

removal	of	natural	resources	that	are	considered	valuable	for	exportation	worldwide.	This	

process	is	extremely	destructive	because	it	burns	fossil	fuels,	consequently	warming	the	

planet,	and	it’s	not	just	2	degrees.	The	physical	basis	for	the	temperature	rise	due	to	the	

CO2	concentration	in	the	atmosphere	is	well-understood	and	reported	as	rising	from	

anthropogenic	causes	and	post-industrial	era	concentrations.	It	will	also	keep	rising.	What	

is	yet	to	be	understood	is	how	the	2	degree	temperature	rise	will	translate	to	regional	

climates,	such	as	precipitation	regimes,	wind	regimes,	sea	level	rise,	wild	fires,	monsoons,	
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and	so	on.	The	global	2degree	average	does	not	have	a	direct	translation	for	specific	local	

regions	and	this	is	what	current	scientists	in	laboratories	are	working	on-	to	understand	

how	this	warming	will	affect	regional	phenomenon	and	continue	to	understand	the	

interconnectedness	of	earth	system	within	itself.	What	has	been	observed	and	predicted,	

based	on	a	recorded	past	that	shows	that	variability	is	increasing,	is	that	climate	is	getting	

more	volatile.	Because	variability	is	huge	and	increasing,	there	is	more	extreme	weather.		

	 I	see	the	links	between	extractivist	processes	and	global	warming,	with	local	

regional	effects,	as	necessary	erasures	for	the	capitalist	technological	economy	in	order	for	

“green	futurity”	to	be	an	accepted	solution	to	climate	change.	The	process	of	this	erasure	

and	manufactured	disconnection	between	capitalist	and	colonial	extraction	of	lithium	and	

green	futurity	through	1)	an	understanding	of	culture	playing	a	part	in	reconfiguring	

colonialism	and	capitalism	through	technological	advancements	and	2)	the	commodity	

fetishism	of	electric	vehicles.			

	 I	argue	that	green	futurity	perpetuates	settler	visions	of	land	through	“place-based	

pedagogy”22	implicit	in	green	futurity’s	infatuation	with	electric	vehicles.	Where	

environmentalist	movements	have	been	led	by	white	men	to	be	inscribed	as	the	proper	

ecological	saviors	of	‘nature’	and	‘environment’,	environmental	justice	movements	have	

aimed	to	understand	the	ways	in	which	marginalized,	namely	communities	of	color,	

experience	‘environment’	in	the	urban	space	in	disproportionately	toxic	ways.	In	both	

movements,	‘environment’	is	rendered	as	distinctly	and	ontoepistemologically	separate	

from	the	body,	and	thus,	indigenous	concepts	of	land/life	are	still	not	at	the	forefront	of	

imaginative	processes	to	interrogate	climate	solutions.	La	Paperson	attributes	this	

particular	process	of	“settler	re-inhabitation	of	land”23	through	an	understanding	
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environmental	pedagogy	that	is	place-based.	I	build	on	La	Paperson’s	critique	of	

environmental	justice	education	that	relies	on,	what	he	calls,	“pain	curriculum,	rescue	

curriculum,	and	place-based	curriculum”	where		

Rescue	curriculum	promotes	green	cities,	a	wealth	of	green	consumption	
through	which	the	multicultural	cosmopolitan	citizen	earns	his/her/our	right	
to	be	the	nouveau	settler.	Enter	place-based	curriculum.	Place-based	
curriculum	helps	write	the	master	narrative	of	future,	green,	metropolitan	
neo-colonies…	violently	erases	Indigenous	understandings	of	that	land	and	
place.24	

Where	environmentalism	and	environmental	justice	discourses	of	nature/environment	

have	erased	indigenous	understandings	of	land	and	place	in	the	United	States	context,	

current	moves	towards	green	futurity	has	extended,	from	within	the	domestic	geopolitical	

bordered	nation-state	of	the	U.S.,	to	an	erasure	of	Indigenous	understandings	of	land	in	

South	America.	United	States-based	environmental	and	tech	groups	who	lead	ideas	of	

“sustainable”	technologies	are	destroying	indigenous	land,	water,	and	life	in	

Chile/Argentina	by	way	of	promoting	“green,	metropolitan	neo-colonies”	inhabited	by	

electric	cars	instead	of	petroleum	cars.		

	 Green	technology	discourse	is	upheld	through	cultural	processes	of	green-washing.	

When	Tesla	is	advertising	and	making	available	low-cost	electric	vehicles,	like	the	Model	3,	

where	customers	receive	thousands	of	dollars	in	rebate	for	entering	the	waitlist	and	also	

receive	income	tax	credits,	a	culture	of	consumption	based	on	capitalism	must	also	be	

untangled	from	the	solution-driven	discussions	on	climate	change25.	San	Diego	has	become	

one	of	the	largest	cities	in	the	country	to	promote	Teslas	as	well26.	Proponents	of	electric	

vehicles	still	argue	that	reductions	of	air	pollutants	from	the	driving	of	electric	vehicles	are	

worth	their	integration,	despite	the	high	emissions	in	manufacturing.	Contrary	to	this	



	 140	

narrative	however,	air	quality	impacts	of	electric	vehicles	are	also	varied	and	change	

regionally27.	In	many	cases,	improvements	of	air	quality	from	electric	vehicles	comes	at	the	

cost	of	hazardous	health	conditions	in	rural	environments	where	energy	grid	production	is	

increasingly	concentrated.	Rather	than	ubiquitously	decrease	air	pollutants,	electric	

vehicles	displace	the	air	contamination	from	urban	to	rural	environments,	furthering	

forcing	the	burden	of	climate	change	onto	disenfranchised	communities.	Toby	Miller	says,	

“there	is	no	such	thing	as	‘green’	within	capitalism	but	an	aesthetization	and	sexualization	

of	corporate	extractivism”28.	I	argue	that	the	aesthetization	and	sexualization	of	corporate	

extractivism,	in	the	product	form	of	Tesla,	relies	on	the	environmental	curricula	that	

structurally	reinforces	(settler)	colonialism,	patriarchy	or	eco-machismo,	capitalism,	and	

Western	science.		

	 First,	there	is	a	pre-conceived	notion	due	to	western	epistemology	that	assumes	

western	science	the	canon	for	knowledge.	Thus,	when	science,	particularly	university-

based	science,	proposes	a	solution	or	calculation	for	catastrophic	climate	change,	it	is	

usually	Band-Aid	solutions	that	keep	the	status	quo	in	place.	For	example,	in	a	recent	

published	scientific	study	of	sulfate	aerosols29,	the	proposal	to	throw	sulfur	dioxide	into	the	

atmosphere	is	economically	calculated	to	be	an	inexpensive	experiment	for	solar	

engineering.	The	authors	themselves	are	not	proposing	a	solution	for	climate	change,	one	

that	addresses	the	root	causes	for	CO2	emissions,	but	they	are	hypothesizing	and	imagining	

a	process	for	cutting	the	rate	of	temperature	change	by	dumping	sunlight-reflecting	

particles	into	the	upper	atmosphere30.	What	is	interesting	about	how	their	scientific	article	

was	interpreted	by	news	outlets	is	through	the	narration	of	this	“reduction	of	temperature-

rate”	as	a	solution	to	climate	change	and	global	warming	through	geoengineering	the	
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deflection	of	sun	rays31.	Culturally,	this	points	to	the	open-armed	stance	of	the	media,	

environmentalists,	and	climate	justice	advocates,	to	see	scientific	engineering	and	

technological	advancement	projects	as	probable	and	viable	processes	to	address	climate	

change.	In	a	culture	that	values	the	budgetary	breakdown	and	cost-benefit	analysis	of	

“dimming	the	sun”	through	solar	geoengineering,	we	can	see	the	green	futurity	keeps	the	

status	quo	in	place-	where	it	is	easier	to	imagine	and	outlining	an	astronomic	fight	with	the	

sun	than	with	capitalism	itself.		

	 Culture	itself	gives	us	the	possibilities	to	imagine	solutions	that	are	not	confined	to	

university-based,	geochemically-engineered	projects,	and	thus	it	is	also	a	battle-ground	

within	which	to	fight	the	aestheticizing	of	climate	solutions.	The	allure	and	sexiness	of	

luxury	electric	cars	is	a	cultural	shift	in	capitalist	extractivism	that	is	rendering,	in	line	with	

legacies	of	colonial	settler	environmentalism,	a	white	male	middle/upper	class	person	as	

Earth’s	savior32.	In	order	to	combat	green	futurity	discourse,	I	propose	to	untangle	and	

disrupt	patriarchal,	racist,	capitalist	conceptions	of	land	that	are	embedded	in	this	cultural	

shift	to	electric	vehicles.	I	this	section	that	follows,	I	will	analyze	the	destruction	of	

land/water,	the	material	base	for	the	production	of	electric	vehicle	batteries,	through	

transnational	feminist	solidarity	science	that	is	being	used	in	the	service	of	indigenous	

resistance	movements.	This	active	community-based	participatory	action	method	is	based	

on	deeply	grounded	relationships;	a	translocal	project	that	is	coming	from	the	heart	of	this	

corporate	empire,	looking	to	make	profits	in	the	21st	century	in	the	green	revolution.	Teslas	

are	being	made	in	CA,	with	Palo	Alto	as	its	headquarters,	and	proliferating	to	metropolitan	

cities	throughout	the	state.	Analyzing	the	car-centric	culture	in	California	that	is	shifting	
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towards	electric	vehicles	as	solutions	to	climate	change	remediation	has	taken	me	to	

analyze	the	origin	of	electric	car	life:	lithium	batteries.		

Center	for	Interdisciplinary	Environmental	Justice	

	 CIEJ	is	a	collective	space	and	group	based	in	San	Diego,	California	composed	of	

community	organizers,	activists,	artists	who	are	also	teachers,	ethnic	and	gender	study	

scholars,	climatologists,	geomorphologists,	ecologists,	and	analytical	chemists.	CIEJ	

critiques	the	universality	of	the	anthropocentric	worldview	that	characterizes	Western	

scientific	hegemony-	this	worldview	belongs	to	a	particular	epistemic	regime	that	

authorizes	science’s	knowledge	of	nature	as	truth.	The	destabilization	of	this	

epistemological	imperialism,	as	Angela	Wiley	puts	it,	is	at	the	heart	of	CIEJ	as	a	feminist	

science	project.	Through	various	connections	and,	we	could	say,	meant-to-be	moments,	we	

have	taken	up	the	project	and	cargo	to	provide	support	to	indigenous	communities	in	the	

“lithium	triangle”	who	are	currently	mobilizing	against	lithium-mining	projects.	,	

	 We	first	visited	the	Altiplano	in	August	of	2017	with	no	agenda	except	to	listen	to	

the	communities	and	ask	them	how	we	can	be	useful	to	their	struggle	to	protect	their	land	

and	water.	We	talked	extensively	with	Indigenous	community	members	in	Coyo,	Chile	and	

Salinas	Grandes,	Argentina	to	understand	lithium	mining	and	its	threats	from	their	

perspective.	We	learned	of	the	mining	companies’	history	in	the	salar,	how	they	have	

interacted	with	the	communities,	and	the	communities’	concerns	about	the	fragile	desert	

ecosystem	in	the	face	of	groundwater	extraction.	In	turn	we	shared	what	our	research	

backgrounds	that	ranged	from	geology	to	ecology	to	critical	gender	studies,	all	relevant	in	

some	way	to	the	situation.	Where	our	skill	sets	and	the	communities’	interests	aligned,	we	

started	developing	concrete	projects	to	study	environmental	changes,	specifically	water	
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variabilities.	Because	to	many	of	us	this	work	tangibly	supports	Indigenous	communities	in	

protecting	their	land	and	water,	we	feel	this	is	the	work	that	matters	and	it	has	shifted	the	

rest	of	our	research	in	critical	directions.		

	 Drawing	on	our	individual	areas	of	expertise,	we	are	planning	and	carrying	out	

several	projects	in	collaboration	with	the	communities	so	that	they	are	utilized	in	defense	

of	their	territories.		While	many	scholars	have	outlined	Community	Based	Participatory	

Research	as	a	key	framework	for	developing	scientist-indigenous	collaboratories33,	CIEJ	

extends	this	methodological	practice	include	decolonial	modes	of	framing,	process,	and	

relation-building	as	critical	to	scientific	support	of	indigenous	movements.	We	see	this	

practice	of	collaboration	as	a	decolonial	feminist	science	project.	The	methodology	of	the	

project	is	relations-centric	where	we’re	building	our	relationships	and	commitment	to	

sustained	relationships	as	a	feminist	practice.	We	create	our	scientific	investigations	

through	feedback	conversations,	where	we	are	transforming	the	project,	our	frameworks,	

our	methods	through	alignment	with	movement	and	organizing	needs.	The	politics	of	

knowledge-making	are	at	the	forefront:	we	are	changing	the	conversations	within	the	

science	lab	to	contextualize	the	socio-political	context	of	epistemic	processes	so	that	we	can	

create	projects	in	the	service	of	anti-extraction	movements,	particularly	one	led	by	

indigenous	communities34.	This	is	a	practice	of	feminist	science	that	is	engaging	struggles,	

and	a	decolonial	feminist	project	that	engages	indigenous	communities’	protection	of	land	

and	water.	This	is	not	just	research	for	the	university,	but	research	for	the	communities.	

	 The	goal	for	using	science	to	prevent	and	halt	lithium-mining	is	to	study	ground	

water	table	height	changes,	air	quality	monitoring	for	small	particulates,	and	creating	a	

scientific	literacy	around	lithium	mining	that	would	interrupt	the	current	rescue	and	place-
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based	curriculum	that	is	embedded	within	environmental	justice	movements.	One	of	us	

studies	changes	to	the	groundwater	by	measuring	dissolved	noble	gases;	these	hold	

information	about	both	the	past	temperature	and	how	the	level	of	groundwater	has	

changed	over	time.	Another	of	us	is	in	collaboration	with	Dr.	Luis	Martin-Cabrera’s	

TransAndean	Lithium	Project	to	create	a	digital	map	visualizing	cultural,	historical,	and	

environmental	information	on	the	salares	and	hosting	it	online	for	the	public	to	access	in	

order	to	build	awareness	of	Indigenous	autonomy	in	the	region.	We	are	also	collectively	

laying	the	groundwork	to	generate	a	dynamical	model	of	the	socio-environmental	system.	

The	goal	here	is	to	quantitatively	describe	the	relationships	between	all	the	ecological	

elements,	including	Indigenous	people,	and	model	how	the	system	responds	to	

disturbances,	such	as	groundwater	removal.	We	are	developing	community-based	

ecological	monitoring	protocols	so	that	Indigenous	community	members	can	track	their	

own	baseline	environmental	parameters	including	characterization	of	lagoonal	microbial	

and	planktonic	communities,	surrounding	plant	and	animal	communities,	soil	quality,	and	

the	aerial	extent	of	salares	and	document	the	impacts	of	lithium	extraction	on	their	

territories.	And	finally,	our	social	science	and	humanities	members	are	developing	our	

policy	and	theoretical	critiques	of	greenwashing	capitalism	and	the	over-hyped	Green	New	

Deal.	

Lithium	mining	is	Groundwater	Mining	

	 As	an	Ethnic	Studies	scholar,	it	has	been	important	for	me	to	become	literate	in	the	

indigenous	communities’	understanding	and	knowledge	of	land/water,	while	at	the	same	

time	becoming	literate	in	the	western	scientific	articulations	of	groundwater	mining.	I	see	

this	practice	as	a	politically	necessary	multilingualism	where	I	can	be	a	methodological	
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translator	across	epistemologies	so	that	I	may	be	of	service	in	understanding	

miscommunications,	missed	translations,	points	of	convergences,	and	points	of	possibilities	

and	strength	for	organizing.	I	believe	this	is	as	a	helpful	learning	process	and	an	

autonomous	education	in	STEM	that	can	be	a	tool	for	connecting	across	movements	and	

communities.	

	 To	understand	the	impact	of	lithium	mining,	one	thing	is	certain:	Lithium	mining	is	

groundwater	mining.	Wells	are	drilled	to	pump	groundwater	from	deep	aquifers	to	the	

surface.	Large	pools	are	used	to	evaporate	the	water,	causing	the	salts	to	precipitate.	

Chemical	extraction	is	then	used	to	process	the	salts	and	retain	the	lithium.	This	process	

requires	massive	quantities	of	water,	water	from	a	different	climatic	time,	to	be	extracted	

from	aquifers	that	receive	no	significant	recharge35.	Furthermore,	climate	change	

projections	since	the	early	1990s	indicate	that	it’ll	get	drier	in	the	region,	with	less	rains.	

	 In	the	“lithium	triangle”,	this	part	of	the	world	is	under	intense	pressure	from	

commercial	mining	companies	and	governments	to	extract	lithium	for	the	purpose	of	

constructing	batteries.	Although	other	alternative	energy	technologies	exist,	currently	there	

is	strong	commercial	and	political	support	for	lithium-battery	based	technology	

development.	Many	people	do	not	connect	this	type	of	technology,	which	is	often	described	

as	“green”	or	“renewable”	with	traditional	mining	techniques	–	and	they	do	not	interrogate	

the	challenges	of	disposing	of	or	recycling	products	made	out	of	lithium	–	an	element	that	is	

both	reactive	and	toxic.	Lithium	ion	(Li-ion)	batteries	are	now	considered	to	be	the	

standard	for	modern	battery	zero-emission	vehicles-	even	though	greenhouse	gases	are	

produced	during	material	extraction,	battery	and	vehicle	production,	and	through	

generation	of	electricity36.	Furthermore,	the	purpose	of	lithium	in	these	batteries	are	to	
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allow	batteries	to	charge	faster,	and	in	essence,	for	consumers	to	keep	up	with	capitalist	

time.		

Chile/Argentina	in	Struggle	

	 For	the	Lickan	Antay	in	Chile,	water	(puri	in	their	language)	is	sacred.		Puri	is	used	

for	drinking,	agriculture,	and	to	sustain	their	livestock.	But	it	is	also	the	center	of	their	

cosmological,	philosophical,	epistemological,	ancestral,	topographical,	and	ontological	

reality.	Puri	sustains	the	ancient	microorganisms	from	which	the	community	understands	

that	life	on	Earth	began,	therefore	the	Linkan	Antay	have	a	sacred	cultural	responsibility	in	

protecting	puri	for	all	creation.	However,	if	the	puri	is	extracted	and	evaporated,	the	Lickan	

Antay	and	their	way	of	living	will	be	destroyed.	The	extremophiles	will	disappear,	the	

ecology	will	be	changed	forever,	the	flamingo	will	not	return,	and	not	even	the	eco-system	

trampling	eco-tourist	will	be	able	to	enjoy	the	beauty	of	the	Coyo	salt	marshes.		

	 The	largest	body	of	water	in	the	Salar	de	Atacama	Basin,	the	hypersaline	Laguna	

Tebenquiche,	is	a	sacred	site	and	home	to	the	spirits	of	their	ancestors	embodied	in	

microbial	mats	and	gypsum	domes,	or	living	rocks.	Western	science	is	slowly	starting	to	

complement	what	Indigenous	knowledge	systems	have	known	for	centuries	about	this	

spectacular	environment:	scientists	have	identified	the	domes	as	stromatolites	

representative	of	the	early	life	forms	that	began	to	inhabit	our	planet	millions	of	years	

ago37.	Indigenous	and	western	sciences	agree	that	these	extremophiles	are	analogous	to	

the	ancestors	of	all	living	things	on	Earth.		

	 As	with	fossil	fuels,	lithium	reserves	are	finite	and,	within	Chile,	projected	to	run	out	

around	2040	because	that	will	be	the	time	the	last	drop	of	water	will	be	evaporated.	The	

extraction	sites	are	located	in	the	freshwater	parts	of	the	aquifer	and	the	pumping	of	the	
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water	from	wells	also	changes	the	level	of	the	water	table	leading	the	rare	freshwater	

sources	that	communities	depend	upon	susceptible	to	be	contaminated	by	saline	water.	

Water	is	considered	non-renewable	because	present-day	groundwater	reservoirs	

accumulated	thousands	of	years	ago	under	wetter	climatic	conditions	that	no	longer	exist	

so	that	aquifers	will	not	recharge	once	water	is	extracted.	In	the	world’s	driest	region	

where	there	is	almost	no	rain,	this	water	cannot	be	replenished.			 	

	 In	Chile,	two	major	companies,	SQM	(Chilean)	and	Albemarle	(U.S.)	have	been	

extracting	lithium	in	the	Atacama	basin	for	50	years.	They	have	been	allowed	by	the	Chilean	

government	to	conduct	their	own	environmental	impact	assessments	without	independent	

oversight.	Violations	of	environmental	regulations	have	not	been	enforced	by	the	Chilean	

government,	and	there	is	significant	pressure	today	to	open	the	region	up	for	numerous	

additional	mining	companies	to	begin	extraction.	In	the	basin	of	Olaroz,	Argentina,	several	

types	of	mining,	including	lithium	mining,	have	already	led	to	a	total	ecological	and	social	

collapse	within	10	years	of	the	opening	of	the	mines.	A	Canadian	mining	company	AIS	

Resources	started	speculation	into	the	neighboring	Salinas	Grandes	community,	also	in	

Argentina,	and	the	community	is	working	to	prevent	exploitation	from	starting,	especially	

after	seeing	the	effects	of	total	exploitation	on	the	environment	in	Olaroz.	The	community	

has	set	a	hard	line	to	prevent	mining	speculation	from	entering	their	territory.	These	are	

the	landscapes	in	which	we	see	the	emergence	of	two	distinct	but	united	struggles	to	

protect	indigenous	land,	water	and	life.		

Transborder	Connections	for	Resistance	

	 I	went	to	Chile	to	stay	in	the	Atacama	Desert	with	the	Coyo	community,	along	with	a	

geomorphologist	and	climate	scientist.	Through	conviviality	and	co-sharing	of	skills	to	
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articulate	the	puzzle	pieces	that	could	come	together	to	fight	against	lithium-mining	in	the	

desert,	I	was	able	to	dive	deeply	into	an	understanding	of	all	the	stories	of	land/life/water	

they	shared	with	us.	The	sharing	of	their	cosmovision	with	us,	as	CIEJ,	is	a	product	of	our	

deep	relations	where,	as	Mishuana	Goeman	says,	

	
Indigenous	peoples	make	place	by	relating	both	personal	and	communal	
experiences	and	histories	to	certain	locations	and	landscapes—	maintaining	
these	spatial	relationships	is	one	of	the	most	important	components	of	
politics	and	our	identity.	Indigenous	Nations	claim	land	through	a	discursive	
communal	sharing,	and	land	is	not	only	given	meaning	through	consensus	of	
claiming	territory	but	also	through	narrative	practices.38	
	

	
As	a	response	against	positivist	science,	and	the	lithium-extraction	practices	that	turns	life	

into	commodities,	we	understand,	respect,	and	accept	all	the	spatial	relationships	with	

land/water	as	those	that	are	politically	important	for	us	to	protect	with	the	Coyo	and	Kolla	

communities.	In	the	cross-pollination	of	our	knowledges,	we	make	relations	with	each	

other	through,	what	Audre	Lorde	names,	the	“erotic”38.	It	is	epistemologically	and	

ontologically	significant	to	understand	the	erotic	of	freedom,	of	land/water	as	life,	and	as	a	

base	for	all	languages,	cultures,	traditions	in	the	Atacama	Desert	and	Andean	Altiplano.	

Anthropologist	Marisol	de	la	Cadena	names	the	Andean	relationship	amongst	humans	and	

other	beings	as	“earth	beings”,	that	which	communities	in	Peru	name	tirakuna39.	She	states	

that	even	within	the	potential	dissonance	a	non-Andean	guest	(non)relating	or	

(mis)understanding	“earth	beings”,	there	is	the	work	that	must	be	done	to	understand	by	

“doing”	and	“being”	amongst	each	other.	Thus,	the	“doing”	by	CIEJ	looks	like	the	listening,	

convening,	and	working	through	ideas	alongside	each	other-	and	the	reason	why	I	continue	

to	be	in	relation,	going	and	coming,	with	the	peoples	of	Coyo.		
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	 Everything	that	was	learnt,	which	can	be	explained	experientially,	ethnographically,	

or	scientifically,	during	our	visits	and	stays	with	the	community.	In	addition,	through	

various	organizing,	CIEJ	was	able	to	bring	representatives	from	the	Coyo	and	Kolla	

communities	to	San	Diego,	in	an	effort	to	bring	their	first-hand	experience	with	“green	

futurity”	and	greenwashing	with	environmental	justice	organizations	and	individuals.	

However,	as	part	of	the	larger	political	stance	of	“ethnographic	refusal”40,	all	of	the	

intricacies	of	the	conversations,	meetings,	and	plans	that	outline	the	process	and	goals	of	

our	convenings	do	not	have	to	be	made	transparent.	There	are	plans	and	goals	in	place	that	

are	important	for	the	current	bubbling	of	a	movement	against	“green	futurity”	and	green	

capitalism,	while	at	the	same	time	there	is	the	recognition	that	to	speak	from	the	place	of	

experience,	and	the	place	of	place,	like	those	of	Coyo	and	Kolla	communities,	is	also	an	

important	strategy	for	creating	a	larger	discursive	shift	against	lithium-battery	electric	

vehicles.	What	I	share	below,	quotes	from	those	who	are	representing	the	different	

communities’	experience	with	lithium	mining	in	Chile	and	Argentina,	are	meant	to	explain	

and	invite	a	broader	audience	into	the	fold	of	the	anti-lithium	mining	movement.	Thus,	even	

the	writing	of	this	specific	piece	is	for	the	hope	that	a	larger	and	wider	audience	will	

advance	the	struggles	and	movement	in	solidarity	with	the	peoples	of	Coyo	and	Kolla-	

allying	themselves	with	those	who	speak.	The	names	below	are	pseudonyms	meant	to	

protect	the	identities	of	those	most	vulnerable	to	any	and	all	type	of	state	repression	due	to	

their	protection	of	lands/waters.		

	 Our	Coyo	representative	wants	people	to	know:	“We	are	pressured	by	the	presence	

of	the	copper	mines,	the	tourism,	and	also	the	lithium	mines	which	take	over	all	of	the	

salar”.	A.R.,	a	lawyer	involved	with	the	communities,	explains	the	crisis	that	lithium	will	
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bring:	“It	is	projected	that	when	lithium	extraction	dwindles,	around	20	to	30	years	from	

now,	the	water	reserves	will	be	depleted	and	the	territories	will	no	longer	be	what	we	know	

them	to	be.	The	people	in	these	communities	will	no	longer	be	able	to	live	there	in	the	way	

that	they	want.	They	won’t	have	any	water.”	M.R.	has	years	of	experience	as	an	Indigenous	

water	protector	in	her	organizing	to	protect	the	environment	against	tourism	in	the	Laguna	

Tebenquiche.	But	the	new	mining	threat	daunts	her:	“with	the	mining	companies	and	how	

they	have	exploited	us,	we	are	afraid	that	all	this	ecosystem	will	die.	It	is	not	only	important	

for	our	culture,	but	for	the	entire	world;	without	these	microbialites,	the	ozone	layer	would	

not	have	formed.”	She	is	dismayed	that	the	Chilean	government	has	approved	mining	

permits	and	projects	on	Indigenous	territories	without	informing	the	communities,	

violating	Indigenous	sovereignty.	

	 	 Indigenous	peoples	continue	to	resist	mining	industries	and	other	threats	to	their	

land	as	a	critical	part	of	their	very	survival.	In	the	Salinas	Grandes	region	of	Argentina,	Kolla	

communities	have	drawn	up	legal	documents	outlining	their	rights	as	Indigenous	peoples	

and	the	procedures	they	require	of	mining	companies	for	consultation	and	free,	prior,	and	

informed	consent41.	In	Chile,	the	Lickan	Antay	have	faced	eco-tourists	trampling	on	

archeological	sites	and	walking	in	the	sacred	waters	of	Laguna	Tebenquiche	for	photos.	In	

the	process,	the	tourists	flattened	the	sharp	salt	crystals	that	normally	protect	flamingo	

eggs	from	predators,	further	reducing	flamingo	populations	that	were	already	declining.	

But	through	organizing	and	legal	strategies	the	Lickan	Antay	gained	development	rights	for	

Lake	Tebenquiche	in	1994,	which	allowed	them	to	start	administering	an	autonomous	park	

management	collective	to	curtail	the	impacts	of	destructive	eco-tourism	and	integrate	

science-based	and	Indigenous-lead	tours.	Through	exercising	their	resistance	and	
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autonomy	Indigenous	peoples	have	demonstrated	that	traditional	knowledge	and	tried-

and-tested	adaptations	to	the	extreme	conditions	of	the	Andean	Altiplano	have	prepared	

them	to	be	continue	to	be	protectors	of	land	and	water,	not	the	nation-states	and	corporate	

enterprises	that	aim	to	commodify	land/water	for	capitalist	gain.		

	 The	issue	of	electric	vehicles	becoming	the	new	hot	commodity	within	capitalism	

also	brings	up	issues	with	the	whole	infrastructure	around	car	culture	and	car	

infrastructure.	When	the	Coyo	and	Kolla	representatives	visited	San	Diego,	they	were	able	

to	meet	with	Kumeyaay	organizers	who	are	currently	fighting	to	protect	the	El	Monte	Valley	

region	in	East	County	San	Diego	against	sand	mining.	Much	of	this	sand	mining	would	

destory	sacred	indigenous	land,	the	San	Diego	riverbed,	and	fears	of	water/air	

contamination	has	raised	consciousness	around	water	quality	and	valley	fever42.	One	of	the	

interesting	points	of	connection	that	brings	both	transborder	indigenous	communities	into	

a	collective	struggle	against	mining,	is	the	fact	that	much	of	the	sand	mining	is	to	create	

cement	for	roads.	What	the	El	Monte	Valley’s	destruction	signals	is	the	recurring	

fortification	of	infrastructure	for	vehicle-centered	city	and	urban	planning	that	relies	on	the	

backs	of	indigenous	land	and	water.	These	roads,	created	by	sand	mining,	are	the	roads	that	

will	continue	to	carry	the	electric	vehicles	that	will	be	driven	within	the	false	discourse	of	

sustainable	technology.	Sand	mining	for	roads	and	lithium	mining	for	electric-powered	

vehicles	are	capitalist	ventures	that	affect	transborder	indigenous	communities	in	the	San	

Diego/Tijuana	border	region,	and	the	Chile/Argentina	desert	region.	Thus,	transborder	to	

transborder	connections	are	important	ways	that	indigenous	and	grassroots	organizations,	

like	CIEJ,	can	create	active	ways	of	shifting	the	social	fabric	to	protect	land/water,	

communities,	and	life	itself	against	green	washed	ideas	of	climate	remediation	that	
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perpetuate	the	current	capitalist	colonialist	logic	of	destruction.		It	is	ever	more	important	

for	these	connections	to	happen,	especially	when	the	next	lithium-mining	venture	is	

currently	underway	in	California’s	Death	Valley43,	and	the	repercussions	of	such	mining	can	

already	be	anticipated	if	we	were	to	learn	from	our	indigenous	community	allies.		

Chapter	4,	in	part,	is	currently	being	prepared	for	submission	for	publication	of	the	

material.	Quintanilla,	Leslie;	Sugla,	Rishi;	Ng,	Jessica;	Belmonte,	Manuel.	The	dissertation	

author	was	the	primary	researcher	and	author	of	this	material.	
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Epilogue	

Reflections	on	Organizing/Politics	of	Enchantment	

“Only	the	privileged	stop	at	critique.	The	rest	of	us	need	to	develop	solutions."		

Rigoberta	Menchú	

	

	 The	Centro	Cultural	de	la	Raza’s	current	revitalization	has	brought	together	many	

people	from	the	organizations	and	collectives	it	has	hosted	over	the	years,	including	almost	

every	single	person	that	I	have	included	in	my	dissertation.	I	attended	the	Centro’s	

fundraiser	called	Raza	Visions-	a	dance	party	with	live	cumbia	bands.	It	has	been	a	long	

time	that	I	remember	coming	to	a	party	that	intentionally	brought	all	of	the	community	

members,	artists,	activists,	families,	and	youth	for	the	sole	purpose	of	dancing	to	the	

revitalization	of	a	home	that	has	given	us	so	much.	I	saw	people	that	I	have	met	over	the	

years	in	different	spaces,	be	it	dance	classes,	jam	circles,	organizing	meetings,	protests,	and	

friends	of	friends	of	friends.	Dancing	the	night	away	with	people	who	I	have	connected	with	

in	various	degrees,	with	new	people	that	I	am	meeting,	under	the	Centro	Cultural	de	la	

Raza’s	regeneration	process,	and	under	the	“Somos	Un	Pueblo	Sin	Fronteras”	banner,	gave	

me	the	deepest	sense	of	home	and	purpose.	I	am	in	constant	awe	of	the	sense	of	

enchantment	that	I	feel	surrounded	with	these	folks,	in	this	type	of	space,	with	this	type	of	

purpose.		

	 As	an	organizer,	beyond	being	a	researcher,	I	have	chosen	to	write	about	certain	

moments	and	places,	peoples	and	conversations,	because	I	want	to	highlight	the	hopes	and	

possibilities	that	are	opened	up	in	times	of	beauty.	The	moments	of	enchantment	that	have	
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given	me	the	energy	to	seek	openings,	loopholes,	caves,	and	vortexes	that	take	me	away	

from	the	structures	of	violence	and	into	the	depths	of	happiness,	freedom,	love,	and	

community.	We	need	tools	for	change	and	culture	has	been	a	powerful	tool	for	the	health	

and	regeneration	of	communities	in	struggle-	for	collective	feelings	of	liberation.	When	

communities	can	create	a	feel	a	sense	of	freedom,	they	create	aspirations	for	others	to	feel	

free	and	create	the	conditions	for	freedom	too.	This	is	the	enchantment	for	liberation.	Once	

we	feel	that	feeling,	to	know	that	that	feeling	is	possible,	we	can	work	for	that	feeling	to	be	

sustained	longer	and	longer.	So	that	it	is	not	only	a	temporary	moment	of	freedom,	but	a	

condition	for	its	permanence	to	be	dreamed	of	and	aspired	to.	We	need	to	create	relations	

that	do	not	reify	and	reinforce	the	nation-state,	but	instead,	form	new	worlds,	new	lands,	

and	new	conditions	of	happiness	beyond	death-making	machines	of	violence.		

	 I	am	not	claiming	that	these	spaces	or	people	that	enchant	me	are	perfect.	I	have	

chosen	to	leave	out	of	this	dissertation	the	painful	processes,	the	hurtful	conversations,	the	

struggles	and	dissonances	in	meetings.	I	have	experienced	and	witnessed	inter-personal	

drama,	political	disagreements	that	led	to	breakups	and	organizational	dissolve,	and	I	still	

keep	them	as	guides	to	analyses	on	the	beautiful	aspects	of	movement	work.	I	am	holding	

on	to	the	enchantment	and	pleasure	of	being	involved	in	San	Diego/Tijuana	community	

organizing	before	I	wanted	to	delve	into	the	critiques	and	analytical	reflection	of	the	

moments,	processes,	and	relations	that	are	embedded	in	violence,	pain,	and	tensions.		

	 It	is	important	for	the	collective/communal	space	to	practice	intentional	reflection	

for	justice	to	mend	and	heal,	and	this	takes	generosity.	When	generosity	is	honored,	not	

abused	or	exploited,	relation	building	and	trust	amongst	different	individuals	takes	place.	I	

have	been	incredibly	privileged	to	be	allowed	in	partake	in	various	spaces,	collectives,	
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homes,	and	relations,	that	has	allowed	me	to	grow	and	learn.	It	is	the	people	in	struggle	

that	have	taught	me	the	most	about	resistance,	and	finding	the	joy	within	that	process.	This	

is	exemplified	by	going	to	the	party	at	the	Centro,	by	going	to	Bomba	and	Son	Jarocho	

workshops;	learning	to	listen	to	speakers	at	rallies/protests;	offering	and	receiving	food	at	

community/family	potlucks;	sending	and	accepting	invites	to	intimate	gatherings,	dinners,	

lunches;	late	night	talks;	crying	together;	mourning	together;	sweating	together;	healing	

together;	gardening	together;	cooking	together.	Autonomy	is	the	place	and	moment	in	time	

when	this	takes	place,	and	when	the	desire	to	make	them	a	consistent	state	of	being	

becomes	a	collective	project,	beyond	the	structures	of	settler	colonialism,	heteropatriarchy,	

white	supremacy,	and	capitalism.	

	 I	am	not	working	just	for	the	struggle,	but	I	am	working	for	the	day-to-day	life-giving	

consistency.	In	my	daily	life	of	meetings,	workshops,	event	planning,	teaching,	community	

building,	exhaustion	and	burn	out	sometimes	happen.	But	the	question	then	becomes	

whether	exhaustion	becomes	burnout,	but	whether	exhaustion	can	be	regenerative-	like	

the	adrenaline	that	rushes	after	a	long	run	or	swim,	when	the	hard	work	is	regenerative	for	

the	body	and	not	destructive.	I	see	this	type	of	work	as	necessary	for	the	struggle,	which	

works	towards	regeneration.	Work	hard	while	playing	hard;	Love	hard	while	organizing	

hard.	

	 When	a	lot	of	writing	ends	with	the	imaginative	possibilities	for	liberation,	I	want	to	

end	with	stating	that	liberation	already	exists.	Life,	after	the	dismantling	structures	of	

oppression	that	target	certain	bodies	for	death,	looks	like	the	party	at	the	Centro.	And	I	will	

have	more	joy	from	all	the	work	that	we	are	already	doing	with	each	other,	because	of	each	

other,	once	the	walls	fall.		
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