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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Reproductive Justice
and Transnational Feminism

Rebecea Selberg, Marta Kolankiewicz,

and Diana Mulinari

This volume represents a cross-disciplinary effort to understand transna-
tional feminist struggles for reproductive justice. We use the concept of
transnational feminism to grasp the emergence of a historical subject—
feminism—that despite its heterogeneity constitutes a central voice in gen-
dering democracy and engendering citizenship. We use the concept of
reproductive justice to underline an understanding of struggles for abor-
tion rights that expand and challenge liberal feminist notions of women’s
choice. Finally, we explore the counter-movements and strategies to
restrict access to abortion and suppress reproductive justice: specifically,
the establishment of religious fundamentalist, right-wing and neofascist
coalitions threatening women’s and sexual minorities’ rights worldwide.

R. Selberg (<)
Department of Gender Studies, Lund University, Lund, Sweden

Department of Social Sciences, Linnaeus University, Vixjo, Sweden
e-mail: rebecca.selberg@genus.lu.se
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2 R.SELBERGET AL.

The reproductive justice movement, according to Ross and Solinger
(2017: 168), has an enormous agenda:

It aims to build a world in which all children are wanted and cared for, in
which support exists for families of all sizes and configurations, and in which
societies give priority to creating the conditions for people to be healthy and
thrive in the United States and globally. (Ibid.)

The tradition of reproductive justice, rooted in Black feminist thought,
provides a space to think of gender and sexuality as broader experiences
and locations within racial capitalism (Gilmore, 2022) and intersectional-
ity (Crenshaw, 1989). Reproductive justice as a concept was established in
1994 by the group Women of African Descent for Reproductive Justice,
based in Chicago. These activists/scholars pointed to the exclusion and
marginalisation of working class, LGBTQ, Black women and women of
colour when abortion rights were narrowly inscribed in pro-life or pro-
choice discourses. They also asserted that an intersectional analysis of
women’s reproductive journey provided a different understanding of
needs and visions, beyond individual choice and individual rights.

According to the SisterSong Women of Color Reproductive Justice
Collective, founded in 1997, reproductive justice grasps ‘the human right
to maintain personal bodily autonomy, have children, not have children,
and parent the children we have in safe and sustainable communities’. The
concept of reproductive justice challenges the isolation of abortion rights
from other fundamental social justice issues and introduces the notion of
reproductive oppression linked to economic injustice. Reproductive jus-
tice includes the right to exercise autonomy over family structures and the
right to have children.

As editors of this volume, and as feminist scholars working in the field
of Gender Studies in Sweden, we have found the concept of reproductive
justice relevant for our own research on migration and racial regimes, law
and social justice, and care work in neoliberal welfare capitalism. We also
see the relevance of the concept in grasping political processes shaping
people’s lives through migration and deportation policies, which separate
families and impact women’s reproductive journeys in fundamental ways.
From our own vantage point—a small country in the Global North which
has seen the rapid rise of right-wing populism—we can see how racist dis-
courses translate into fearmongering and moral panic around childbearing
and childbirth, creating a political environment in which even
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self-professed feminist social-democratic elected officials talk about
restricting the possibilities of migrant women to choose for themselves
their number of offspring. Realising that such discourses—as to whose
fertility is viewed as a promise, and whose as a threat—are just as central as
discourses and policies around the right to abortion, is at the core of the
tradition of reproductive justice.

Struggles for the right to abortion must include struggles for the right
to parent. Sociologist Dorothy Roberts explored in Killing the Black Body
(1997) the criminalisation of pregnant Black women in the US, which
blamed them and their children for a number of social problems through
the construction of stereotypes about Black mothers as ‘unfit mothers’
and ‘welfare queens’. These discourses and practices are present in
European nation-state strategies within the race-migration nexus, where
migrant women’s bodies are considered a threat, a problem and a burden.

The concept of reproductive justice highlights the phenomenon of
reproductive oppression, including control of girls’ and women’s labour.
It makes it possible to develop a more inclusive vision of the variety and
heterogeneity of women’s reproductive journeys. It illuminates the need
to explore the tension between the existence of abortion rights and the
practical access to abortion for women located in diverse peripheries. This
is something that feminist scholars have emphasised in recent years. For
instance, in their book Reproductive Justice: An Introduction, Ross and
Solinger (2017) illustrate how abortion rights are connected and should
be claimed for the furtherance of reproductive dignity and safety, such as
holding the resources to access healthcare, having a job that pays a living
wage and being able to live free from racism.

The reproductive justice paradigm thus highlights other fundamental
issues such as the criminal justice system, child welfare policies, the situa-
tion of trans people and especially trans people of colour, as well as migra-
tion policies and immigrant detention systems that frequently target and
separate families. In our view, the most fundamental contribution is the
link between reproductive justice and economic justice which frames issues
of sexual and reproductive health as profoundly social and political
(Bakhru, 2019). Working through an understanding of interconnected
systems of oppression, the concept of reproductive justice expands analysis
(Avery & Stanton, 2020) and provides a useful frame for healthcare pro-
fessionals that may contribute to challenge their implicit bias and the way
these biases shape diagnosis (FitzGerald & Hurst, 2017; Sudenkaarne &
Blell, 2021). It could be argued that the focus on sexual education, birth
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control, abortion access and maternal care are well-established agendas
within a reproductive rights paradigm. However, these agendas are trans-
formed if understood from the standpoint of vulnerable groups of women
(Chiweshe et al., 2017; Chrisler, 2012). Centring the experiences of
groups that historically, and still today, have been defined as ‘socially unde-
sirable reproducers’ (Gomez et al., 2018) is to challenge reproductive
injustices.

It is against the background of reproductive justice claims, transna-
tional feminism, and anti-genderism that this book sets out to analyse
some central tendencies and issues within the realm of abortion and repro-
ductive rights. The selection of cases grasps the efforts of feminist scholars
to both identify the continuity with earlier struggles for the right to abor-
tion and, at the same time, challenge narrow and problematic notions of
“women and minorities” in reproductive health scholarship and public
practices (Yirgu et al., 2020). The case studies are crafted to capture diver-
sity within this common framework. A special concern for an intersec-
tional analysis provides the frames through which struggles for reproductive
justice are understood in the different chapters.

The cases have also been selected to illuminate both the shared transna-
tional scale of feminist mobilisations and the distinctive local settings.
While most feminist literature focuses on feminism mobilisation and anti-
gender movements within global centres of power (Amanda, 2021;
Hartland et al., 2020), this volume—inspired by the tradition of Southern
Theory (Connell, 2007 )—focuses on countries located within peripheries
in the Global North and in case studies of countries in the Global South.
The aim is to grasp the heterogeneity of struggles and the diverse meaning
given to reproductive justice at local levels, within a transnational frame.

While the topics of the chapters bridge one another, the case studies are
organised in two sections: transnational feminisms for reproductive justice
and restrictionist movements, neo-racism and anti-gender agendas.

TRANSNATIONAL FEMINISMS FOR REPRODUCTIVE JUSTICE

We open with an account of one of the most vibrant feminist mobilisations
in the twenty-first century—the one around the struggle for legal, safe and
free abortion in Argentina. In her chapter ‘In Green and White: Feminist
Struggles for Abortion Rights in Argentina’, Diana Mulinari explores the
ultimate success of the movement, arguing that it has been the fruit of



1 INTRODUCTION: REPRODUCTIVE JUSTICE AND TRANSNATIONAL... 5

decades of collective efforts. She also shows how this kind of struggle is
embedded in the history of the country and intergenerational experiences
of resistance against the dictatorship.

In the third chapter of the volume, ““Enough Is Enough”: Strike,
Affective Solidarity and Belonging Among Migrant Women from Poland
Living in Trondheim’, Agata Kochaniewicz analyses transnational mobili-
sations in response to the Polish state’s further restriction of the abortion
ban. She explores what happened when protests travelled to Norway and
how they unfolded among the Polish diaspora there. In her case study, she
discusses positionalities and affects of this type of transnational mobilisa-
tion in performing solidarities and building alliances.

The fourth chapter, ‘Everyday Bordering and the Struggle for
Reproductive Justice in Ireland’ by Sarah Bodelson, drawing on the field-
work with activists involved in repealing the Eighth in Ireland, engages
with the implications of borders upon access to and organising for repro-
ductive justice. The focus is on the migrant and ethnic minority bloc dur-
ing the March for Choice 2019 in Dublin. The aim is to understand the
production and possible contestations of bordering in relation to repro-
ductive justice.

The following chapter by Alva Persson, ‘jAborto YA!—Feminist
Strategies in the Struggle for Easy, (Legal,) Safe and Free Abortion in
Chile’, examines a range of performative and discursive articulations and
strategies in the feminist mobilisations around abortion in Chile, another
Latin American country that has witnessed mass protests including issues
of reproductive justice in recent years. The aim is to analyse how these are
grounded in epistemologies of embodied resistance to past and present
biopolitical and anti-gender regimes. Here feminist struggles for easy,
legal, safe and free abortion unfold as part of a broader struggle towards
the democratisation of Chilean institutions and society, among such other
struggles as against classism and racism.

The chapter by Chia-Ling Yang, ‘Competition and Change in the
Discourse on Abortion in Taiwan’ offers an analysis of reproductive poli-
tics and struggles over access to abortion in Taiwan. The chapter shows
not only the transformations of the discourses, most importantly concern-
ing birth control and birth rate, but also the ways in which some tropes are
used by both sides of the struggle. The chapter also addresses how inten-
sification of feminist mobilisations goes hand in hand with the increase of
religious conservative counter-movement.
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RESTRICTIONIST MOVEMENTS, NEO-RACISM
AND ANTI-GENDER AGENDAS

A main argument in this volume is about a continuity between earlier
forms of coercion of specific groups of women, and the establishment of
restrictionist social movements and coalitions aiming at decreasing wom-
en’s and sexual minorities’ rights. Schaetfer (2014) differentiates between
on the one hand aspiring and altruistic, on the other restrictionist move-
ments. The first two are what are generally seen as democratic social move-
ments—transformative and inclusive. In contrast, restrictionist movements
are exclusionary, often based on sexist, nationalist and xenophobic ideolo-
gies, defending social inequality and opposing processes of democratisa-
tion (2014: 12). David Dietrich (2014) speaks of social movements in
defence of privilege. An understanding of restrictionist movements
requires a feminist analysis of how the state acts upon patriarchal norms,
but also how legal systems are operationalised.

The book brings together several contributions in which different far-
right, anti-gender and religious fundamentalist mobilisations are analysed,
with particular focus on the ways in which issues of reproduction are being
brought in and framed in these mobilisations. In addition to this, some
chapters engage in the broader issues of the role of the state and the law
in the regulation of reproductive justice.

Rebecca Selberg and Marta Kolankiewicz’s chapter entitled ‘Rights
Claims in Anti-abortion Campaigns in Poland and Sweden’ explores how
rights claims have been used in anti-gender mobilisations in attempts to
restrict access to abortion. Two examples are analysed here: one of the
lawsuits in Sweden by midwives claiming to be discriminated against due
to their objection to performing abortion as part of the job description,
and a Polish civic legislative initiative aimed at restricting the prevailing
abortion legislation in cases of foetal anomalies. The chapter argues that,
while it can be observed that there is a broader trend in a transnational
anti-gender movement’s appeal to the law, anti-abortion rights claims are
articulated in different and context-sensitive ways.

The chapter ‘Italy’s Foetus Cemeteries: Reproductive Justice, Anti-
gender Stances and Neo-Catholicism” by Alessia Ibba, analyses the burial
practices on aborted foetuses in Italy. It shows how these practices operate
through shaming and how—together with the possibility open to health
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professionals to conscientiously object, with the limited use of medical
abortion, and with the limitations established by the law concerning
assisted reproductive services—burials impact reproductive justice in Italy.

The chapter ‘Millennium Development Goals and Women’s
Reproductive Health and Justice in African Countries in the Era of Global
Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism and Fundamentalism’ written by Beth
Maina Ahlberg, Jecinta Okumu and Sarah Hamed, examines the (short-
comings in) articulation of women’s reproductive health and rights within
millennium development goals (MDGs). Drawing on their research, the
authors are interested in deconstructing how these kinds of international
instruments constitute an attempt by the Global North to steer develop-
ment in the Global South. In particular, they focus on the ways in which
the application of the gag rule by Global North funding agencies restricts
access to sexual and reproductive rights, including abortion, in the name
of protecting the unborn.

A somewhat different focus is given in the chapter ‘Parenting the
Nation: State Violence and Reproduction in Nicaragua and Sweden’ by
Erika Alm and Linda Berg. Here the authors address the issue of how state
power is exercised through the governance of reproductivity. They use
Nicaragua and Sweden as two examples where debates about reproductive
justice highlight tensions in the projection of a state that cares for its citi-
zens. The chapter explores the complexities of how states formulate bio-
political regimes that target reproduction and how the same states
negotiate struggles for reproductive rights.

The book closes with a chapter that also engages in the Swedish case to
further develop the concept of reproductive justice. In ‘Exploring Swedish
“Family Planning”: Reproductive Racism and Reproductive Justice’, Paula
Mulinari, Marcus Herz and Matilda Svensson Chowdhury analyse political
discourses and governmental policies on reproduction through the con-
ceptual lens of reproductive racism. After introducing some historical
background on how sterilisation and abortion have been used in Sweden,
the chapter moves towards an analysis of the Swedish political landscape at
the nexus of migration, gender and racism, identifying the role played by
public institutional professionals in its shaping and reproduction.
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CHAPTER 2

In Green and White: Feminist Struggles
for Abortion Rights in Argentina

Diana Mulinari

Saying thank you just doesn’t seem to be enough, to the feminist scholnrs/nctivists who
helped me complete this journey. Thanks to Maria Alicia Gutiérrez, Florencia
Partenio, Elsa Schvartzman and Monica Tarducci, and to the art collective
Mujeres Publicas, especially to Fernanda Carrizo.
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12 D. MULINARI

...AHORA ... Y SIEMPRE...

This drawing entitled The Two Scarves by Mariana Baizan identifying the intergen-
erational connection went viral and is often seen at feminist events.

INTRODUCTION

On March 25,2018, a big plastic doll representing ‘the unborn child’ car-
ried on the roof of a truck meets participants occupying the central scene
of'a march organised by diverse coalitions of right-wing and religious fun-
damentalists for ‘the unborn child’, which takes place every year in Buenos
Aires, Argentina. Many of the participants carry blue scarves and cover
themselves with the blue-and-white Argentinean flag. Others carry ban-
ners, many of them in blue and white, with the slogan ‘Save the two lives’.
They march (we march) first to the Argentinean Rural Society (a symbol
of the country’s oligarchy) and then to the Faculty of Law. Feminist activ-
ists whom I have met call them anti-derechos (‘against rights’), identifying
the systematic mobilisation of these networks against reproductive and
sexual rights in the last few decades. I am following two journalist friends
who identify as feminists covering the event. ‘I wonder what would hap-
pen if we put our green scarves on!” one of them said. Everybody laughed,
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but I sensed that the three of us were a little scared among the neo-Nazis,
defenders of the military dictatorship and religious fundamentalists mobil-
ising against abortion rights (fieldwork notes March 25, 2018).

More than forty years have passed since the country engaged in the
transition towards democracy, after the 1976-1983 dictatorship. Scholars
of human rights identify the societal fractures that the experience of the
Argentinean military dictatorship has left in individuals, families and com-
munities. To celebrate ‘the unborn child’, the march on March 25 is
extremely politically sensitive, taking into account that millions of people
have marched the day before, asking for Memory, Truth and Justice, iden-
tifying the cruelty of the military dictatorship with its policy of appropria-
tion of the children of women political prisoners; nearly everybody has a
family member, a relative, a friend, a work colleague who has been killed,
‘disappeared’, imprisoned or forced into exile (Calveiro, 2008).

The 3000 who gathered on Sunday, March 25, 2018, with their blue-
and-white bandanas, in the colours of the Argentinean flag, are, however,
very few when compared with the 500,000 who participated in the
feminist-inspired March 8 celebration—named “The Green Wave’ (La
Muarea Verde) wearing what is today a transnational feminist symbol, the
green scarf, the symbol of the campaign for the public’s right to safe, free
and legal abortion—or compared with the million feminists who gathered
outside the Congress building in Buenos Aires, Argentina’s capital city, on
April 10, when the Lower House supported and voted for the bill pro-
posal written by the Campaign for Safe, Free and Legal Abortion.

Feminist scholars have analysed the role that women’s movements and
feminist-inspired networks and organisations have had in the search for
reproductive justice, among other issues, during the struggle for abortion
rights. Their investigations explore feminist activism at the crossroads
between engagement in legal and parliamentary debates and street mobili-
sations (Ferree, 2003; Valiente, 2001; Smyth, 2005; Zanotta Machado,
2017; Krél & Pustutka, 2018). Scholars have also grasped the diverse
forms of resistance to the expansion of women’s and minoritised groups’
rights evolving from right-wing and religious fundamentalist coalitions
(Tarducci, 2005; Zaremberg et al., 2021).

The feminist movements in Latin America (Beckman et al., 2003;
Vargas 2015) embody one of the most important socictal transformations
and political visions of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries: they have
widened the narrow democratic limits of the region (Jaquette, 2009).
Research on feminism in Argentina converges on the reading of feminism
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at the crossroads between the experience of the military dictatorship and
the struggle for engendering democracy (Alma & Lorenzo, 2009;
Barrancos, 2013).

The demand for abortion decriminalisation, Argentinean feminist schol-
ars argue, finds its antecedents in the transgression of gender roles through
women’s political activism in the 1970s and has been nourished by multiple
political traditions of leftist, human rights and LGBTQ activism (Bellucci,
1997; Tarducci et al., 2019). A new generation of women workers shaped
the resistance to neoliberalism in the 1990s, from female workers occupy-
ing and self-managing factories to women organised in the unemployed
workers’ movement leading assemblies and street protests (pigueteras)
(Freytes Frey & Crivelli, 2007). In the last few decades, feminist struggles
have provided a space to establish a productive dialogue with diverse social
movements from human to indigenous rights (Di Marco, 2010).

The Encuentros (Encounters, the annual national women’s meetings)
started in 1986, taking place in different cities; they gathered at a massive
feminist mobilisation in 2019, in the city of La Plata, with over 600,000
participants. The Encuentros played a fundamental role in providing artic-
ulation of feminist visions, practices and coalitions in the mobilisation for
abortion rights (Sutton & Borland, 2013; Sutton, 2020). Since 2015, the
visibility of feminist practices embodied in N:i Una Menos (Not One
Woman Less) provided a reading of femicide that bridges the defence of
vulnerable bodies coded as female with the defence of land and water and
vulnerable communities.

In 2020, Argentina became the third country in Latin America to pro-
vide the right to abortion, following Cuba and Uruguay (Mexico had
guaranteed this right in 2007, but only in Mexico City, and in Oaxaca in
2019, then six other states in 2021-2022). The Argentinean feminist
movement is internationally well known and publicly recognised for its
massive mobilisation for the legalisation of voluntary termination of preg-
nancy.! The decision to support the bill proposal for the legalisation of

!Since 1921, abortion in Argentina has been regulated under Article 86 of the country’s
Penal Code, which permits abortion only when the life and health of the woman are at risk
or if someone with mental disabilities is raped. Legal prohibition has not stopped women
from having abortion. It is estimated that 450,000 abortions take place in Argentina each
year. Abortion is the highest cause of maternal mortality in the country. It is estimated that,
since the return to democracy, approximately 3000 women who aborted have lost their lives.
In 2012, as a response to feminist mobilisation, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of a
broad interpretation of the law that allows abortion to be legal in cases of rape and not
requiring a judge’s permission (Romero et al., 2010).
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abortion, taken finally, after a failed attempt in 2018, by the Argentinean
Senate in December 2020, must be understood as a product of Argentina’s
long history of women’s struggles and of decades of feminist mobilisation.

The aim of the chapter is to explore the feminist-inspired struggle for
the right to abortion, with particular emphasis on the intergenerational
and intersectional feminist labour at the core of the 2020 feminist success.
The aim is also to analyse what scholar and queer activist Mabel Bellucci
(2014) names a ‘history of disobedience’: the diverse and contradictory
ways through which feminist struggles for abortion rights created power-
ful alliances and innovative forms of collaboration, developing an under-
standing of abortion rights within the frame of reproductive justice.

The chapter is organised as follows. The first section briefly introduces
the concept of reproductive justice (Ross, 2006) and provides a method-
ological reflection framing the analysis. The second section locates the
Argentinean feminist movement at the core between its own agendas and
the field of the political. What follows is an ethnographically inspired anal-
ysis of feminist activism focusing on how the intersectional, intergenera-
tional and human rights coalitions are framed in the everyday. The last
section briefly identifies the anti-derechos (‘against rights’) and argues for
the need to understand these coalitions locally and globally.

From REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS TO REPRODUCTIVE JUSTICE

The concept of reproductive justice developed by Black feminists in the
1990s (Galarneau, 2013) takes its point of departure in the experience of
Afro-American women, grasping how diverse forms of systematic inequal-
ities, and institutional forces such as racism, shape people’s possible deci-
sions regarding childbearing and parenting. An intersectional feminist
agenda demands (Corréa et al., 2008; Ross, 2017; Galarneau, 2013) a
conceptual understanding of the body that expands claims of bodily integ-
rity and transcends neoliberal individualism. Thus, reproductive justice,
Loretta Ross suggests (2017), is framed through three interconnected
rights: the right to have children under the conditions of one’s choice, the
right not to have children by using diverse methods of birth control and
abortion, and the right to parent children in safe environments free from
violence, both from individuals and the state.
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In Rosalind Petchesky’s words:

Research I did in the late 1980s and early 1990s pushed me to conclude that
how we think about the concept of ‘property’ in one’s own body or person
may vary greatly depending on how we understand property in general.
Among groups and social movements whose land and livelihoods and well-
being, along with their bodies, have been systematically usurped and colo-
nized, the language of owning or reowning may mean something very
different from what it means in the privatized, exclusionary, hyper-
individualized consumer societies of late capitalism. (Petchesky, 1995: 390)

The author challenges the shift in the 1990s from notions of body entitle-
ment towards notions of personal security, a shift she argues has not only
depoliticised but also fractured feminists’ struggles, putting sexual rights
as ‘minority rights’. An understanding of the body, Petchesky concludes,
inspired by feminist antislavery and anticolonial demands for bodily self-
determination, takes a point of departure in a claim about social necessity
and interconnectedness.

Body politics (Harcourt, 2009) covers the identification and politicisa-
tion of experiences in and through the body (rape, gendered violence) at
the core of feminist mobilisation but also the forms and strategies of politi-
cal mobilisation where the body, both represented and acted upon, plays a
central role; in the Argentinean context, this is identified by the notion of
‘putting the body on the line’ (poner el cuerpo) (Sutton, 2010; Cuesta &
Mulinari, 2018). Regarding the struggle for abortion rights, the visions
and practices of putting the body on the line grasp a feminist agenda that
transcends the narrow limits of liberal individualism (my body, my deci-
sion) towards a feminist agenda (Gago, 2020) that creates care communi-
ties challenging patriarchal political economy and its institutions.

METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS

I have participated in many events wearing the green scarf, a dear gift from
one of the ‘historical” members of the Campaign. I have also many green
scarves at home, from the time nobody wanted them and ‘we” were less
than a thousand marching on March 8 in Buenos Aires.
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A feminist writing about other feminists (Armbruster & Laeke, 2008)?
Belonging to the Argentinean diaspora and living in Sweden, identifying
myself as a feminist, my position is one of an ‘outsider within’ (Collins,
2000) regarding the Argentinean feminist movement.

The analysis evolving from these pages is, however, not based on auto-
biography, though I have to acknowledge that feminist struggles in
Argentina were for me (and many others) a space and a practice funda-
mental to healing the scars produced by the military dictatorship. The
analysis is based on a case study crafted through more than six months of
participant observation of the feminist movement and the organisations
working with abortion rights from 2015 to 2020. It is also based on
twenty in-depth interviews with identified human rights and feminist
activists working with reproductive and sexual rights in diverse organisa-
tions, institutional contexts and political parties.

What could possibly be left to write after the rich, impressive and solid
work of Argentinean feminist scholars on the topic? My intervention is
located in a feminist practice of learning from the margins, identifying the
contributions of the feminist struggles in Argentina (Mulinari, 2018) for
a transnational feminist agenda.

Tue Porrrics or FEMINISM: FEMINISM AND POLITICS

We have tried to explain this to feminists from abroad. We are feminists, but
everybody here is ... you must be ... you have to choose sides here. Many
members of the campaign [for abortion rights] are leftists, but others sup-
port Cristina Kirchner. And Lohana, she is a trans activist, but she also
belongs to a leftist political party ... Politics is everywhere in this country—
you breathe it from the moment you are born ... feminism in Argentina is ...
well, is different from the Global North ... the political is in your face every
day. (Agustina)

This section aims to provide a short background framing the Argentinean
feminist movement, arguing, as mirrored in the above quote, for an under-
standing of feminism as at the crossroads between the feminist move-
ment’s own agenda and the field of the political.

In 2007, Argentina had for the first time in its history a woman presi-
dent, Cristina Kirchner, who succeeded her husband, Nestor Kirchner,
who had served as the president from 2003 to 2007. During Cristina
Kirchner’s presidency, Argentina made international headlines as the first
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Latin American country to legalise same-sex marriage (Law 26.618,2010)
and to provide one of the most progressive Gender Identity laws (Law
26.743, 2012) that established fundamental rights for trans persons.

Mariela, one of the feminists engaged in reproductive and sexual rights
for over twenty years, describes this period with the notion of Latin
American magic realism:

That was the time when we began the slogan “‘When human rights do not
reach all humans’ (‘Cuando los derechos humanos no llegan todos los huma-
nos’). What was it the novelist Garcia Marquez said regarding Latin American
magic realism: that he did not create anything; he only described what he
saw in Latin America? That was the case here. On the one hand, gay mar-
riage, the identity law and law of reproductive assistance, and on the other
NO, NO, NO (emphasised by bodily posture} to abortion.

While the Kirchner administration, which had successfully acted upon
human rights, did not legalise abortion, there had been important devel-
opments. In 2006, the Health Minister, Ginés Gonzales Garcia, declared
his support for women’s organisations on the issue of the decriminalisa-
tion of abortion and supported the legislation (Law 26.150) that estab-
lished and developed the first programme of integral sexual education
targeting public schools.

The insulting term ‘mare’ (female horse: /a yegua) mirrors the powerful
sexism at the core of the right wing, used systematically to attack and resist
Cristina Kirchner’s governmental policies (Russo, 2011). In the words of
Silvia, a feminist activist supporting the Kirchner government:

The right hates Cristina because she embodies notions of social justice but
also, and particularly, because she is a woman. And it is true that the abor-
tion bill did not go through, but so many other excellent reforms took
place .... To focus on the narrow issue of abortion is not to understand the
centrality of Cristina’s policies towards working-class women. Her support
of human rights. Feminist policies, I would argue.

While some feminist activists and organisations urged confidence in and
support for the Kirchner administration, emphasising several policies that
have transformed the position of women and the politics of gender, with
slogans such as “Thanks, Cristina’ or ‘If they attack Cristina, they attack us
all’; others continued to confront the Kirchner administration particularly
on the issue of abortion rights, or, rather, continued to explore the
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tensions of a women-friendly government that confronted the Catholic
Church by way of a number of laws and policies but that argued that
Argentinean society was not mature enough for the abortion debate
(Pecheny, 2005).

Businessman Mauricio Macri won the 2015 election by acting upon an
emotional regime of hate against Cristina Kirchner as a woman but also
through mediating a neoliberal agenda of heterosexual (white) middle-
class success against the racialised other. One of his first measures was a
reduction in the National Programme of Integral Sexual Education bud-
get, and many employees within the Programme of Reproductive Rights
lost their jobs (Sarmiento, 2018).

These policies came as no surprise to feminists; it was publicly known,
the position of Mauricio Macri himself and his party that opposed the rati-
fication of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 2006.

The term ‘smokescreen’ (/a cortina de humo) was used by a number of
political actors, suggesting that the opening of the parliamentary debate
on abortion rights in 2018, during Mauricio Macri’s neoliberal and neo-
conservative government, marginalised central issues of increasing poverty
and inequalities. That a conservative neoliberal government opened a par-
liamentary debate on abortion rights has also been understood as a threat
to the Catholic Church, which under the leadership of the Argentinean
Pope Francisco has been critical of Macri’s neoliberal policies.

Antonia, confronted by the arguments that President Macri was “using’
feminism to obscure central societal conflicts, describes her feelings in the
following way:

I get so angry ... so angry. All this talk on the smokescreen ... As if we femi-
nists would be so stupid and childish, as if we could be used by the right to
silence the government’s neoliberal politics. The Campaign has negotiated
with every government, but, whatever happens with Macri and the bill pro-
posal, we will as feminists still be in the streets protesting against his neolib-
eral policies and his lack of respect for Memory, Truth and Justice.

The bill was passed by the Lower House but rejected by the Senate.
Many feminists I talked to, wearing the green scarf or with their bodies
painted green, the symbol of the campaign, were convinced that, despite
the August 8, 2018, Argentinean Senate’s vote against a feminist-inspired
bill proposal and supported by the Lower House, the level of feminist
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mobilisations in the streets and the powerful presence of feminist voices in
the media demonstrated that ‘we have already won’. And they were abso-
lutely right. After a marathon session, in December 2020, the Senate
approved the proposed bill, a historic decision in Catholic Latin America.
The law of the ‘thousand days’ that provides support during pregnancy
and the first years of childbearing was also approved on the same day.

INTERSECTIONAL AND QUEER: THE CAMPAIGN ( LA
CAMPANA) AND THE GREEN WAVE (LA MAREA VERDE)

Extremely excited, impressed, inspired, proud, happy, hopeful ... {laughs] 1
do not know ... impossible to tell you how I feel, meeting these very, very
young women and also very young men, most of them in secondary school,
with the green scarf in their backpacks ... They are so beautiful, with all their
body paintings in green ... {laughs} (Julia)

Julia is identifying what many feminists who have been engaged in the
struggle for abortion rights for decades feel when confronted by the pow-
erful presence of a new feminist generation: what came to be called “The
Green Wave’ (‘La Marea Verde’), making the mobilisation for abortion
rights visible in the streets, but also and particularly through their own
bodies in the ways they wear the green scarf, the symbol of the campaign.
The Campaign for the Right to Legal, Safe and Free Abortion (Campana
por el derecho al Aborto, Seguro, Legal y Gratuito)? is a network of diverse
feminist groups and a multiplicity of feminist actors that have converged
since 2005. Sexual education to enable decisions to be made regarding the
use of contraceptives in order to obviate the need for abortion, and avail-
ability of legal and safe abortions, succeeded in posing the issue of repro-
ductive rights at the core of the feminist agenda (Coledesky, 2007;
Barrancos, 2018; Rosenberg, 2020).

Marta, now in her late sixties, has worked all her life as a psychologist.
She was forced to leave Argentina during the military dictatorship, and
returned there from Mexico after the democratic transition at the begin-
ning of the 1990s. Marta and I are on our way to the Argentinean National

2National Campaign for the Right to Legal, Safe and Free Abortion. Facebook. Retrieved
September 21, 2022, from https: / /www.facebook.com /CampAbortoLegal
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Congress to participate in what many define as a historic event: the open-
ing of the parliamentary debate on abortion rights, inspired by the law
project written by the campaign. She is trying to mediate a common feel-
ing among what in Argentina are identified as /as historicas (the very few
women who, with total lack of support, went public in the late 1990s at
city street corners demanding reproductive rights): a feeling that this pos-
sible victory is not an eruption of a ‘feminist spring’ but the consequence
of feminist commitment that has been going on for decades:

For years, I had scarves at home because no one was interested, and now ...
people stop me in the supermarket and ask me where they can get one ...
But we have been working with this issue for decades ... I get so angry when
the media speaks about a ‘feminist explosion’ as if the everyday organisa-
tions hadn’t existed for decades, going to meetings where sometimes just
three people came, or those cold winter afternoon tabling [sitting at tables
in the street, enlisting support for petitions]: do you remember where that
was, in Corrientes and Callao? When the left called us ‘the ladies with the
small lists’: writing law proposals; creating networks with health profession-
als; hours and hours and days of conversation and more conversation with
the Socorristas [who provide information to people seeking abortions], pop-
ular feminisms, or the Catholics for the Right to Decide, or different groups
of the left ... to protect the inclusive frame ... to protect the autonomy of
the Campaign ... and the media speaks about an ‘explosion’, making femi-
nists’ labour invisible once more.

Marta outlines fundamental topics for an understanding of the feminist
struggle for abortion rights in Argentina. First, the centrality of the sym-
bol, the green scarf, or rather the centrality of the use of the symbol in
public spaces, particularly among young feminists today. She also recog-
nises many of the strategies developed by the campaign, from the some-
times very demanding labour of sitting with a little table in the street
asking people to support petitions (the first one that I remember was in
1985, not about the right to abortion but the right to divorce and shared
custody of children) to the labour of creating networks with health profes-
sionals, to learning the language of the law through writing different law
proposals (the one presented in 2020 was No. 14). Finally, she speaks
about the work of not only creating but reproducing an organisation that,
while being very strict in demanding a total identification with the agenda
of the campaign, includes the activism of lesbians, feminists and Socorristas,
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who work outside the frame of state institutions, running hotlines, offer-
ing information and providing support to women who choose misopros-
tol (the ‘abortion pill”) when taking the decision to conclude a pregnancy,?
to the sophisticated ways through which the Catholics who are in favour
of the right to abortion move between religious hierarchies and religious
identities,* and the difficulties in defending an autonomous position out-
side the political parties, even if most of the members of the campaign
identified broadly with a socialist/leftist /Kirchnerist political frame.

Queer feminist scholar Mabel Bellucci’s (2014) work provides a solid
and systematic overview of the complex web of networks, organisations,
political parties and individual feminist collaborations at the core of the
mobilisation for abortion rights. The strength of her work is her explora-
tion of how feminist communities were crafted through sometimes serious
contradictions and antagonism, such as those between feminists support-
ing the Kirchner administration and feminists arguing for a leftist political
frame. Bellucci also identifies the complex relationship between ‘autono-
mous’ feminists and feminists organised in political parties, between femi-
nists whose activism focuses on parliamentary strategies and collaboration
with health professionals and those anarcho-inspired feminist activists, and
between feminists (narrowly) focusing on women’s rights and those
inspired by the success of the trans* movements that have expanded and
rewritten the category of women. In the following quote, Patricia acknowl-
edges some of these tensions, but also identifies the practice of creating
dialogues and coalitions:

Of course, we disagree sometimes, and at times the trans movement has
been too demanding. But in this country, you know your friends in the
streets, those putting their bodies on the line. The lesbians’ organisations,
the trans organisations have always been here, in the streets, in the rough
times, and not for the TV photos. That is the way alliances are made.

The bill proposal presented to the Argentinean Congress speaks of women
and persons who can become pregnant (personas gestantes) mirroring the
productive dialogue (Ferndndez, 2020) between more traditional feminist-
inspired women’s reproductive rights activism and a new generation of

3Socorristas en Red website. Retrieved August 1, 2022, from http://socorristasenred.org
*Catholics for the Right to Decide. Catdlicas por el Derecho a Decidir Argentina website.
Retrieved August 1, 2022, from https://catolicas.org.ar
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activists working within the frame of reproductive justice agendas—what
Sutton and Borland (2018) define as the ‘queering of abortion rights’.

In her reading of the agenda campaign, feminist and cultural studies
scholar Maria Alicia Gutiérrez (1998, 2011) identifies two central axes
located within debates on gendered citizenship and social justice. The first
one is the fundamental argument that abortion is an issue of class justice:
investigations identify the strong correlation between women dying as a
consequence of clandestine abortions and women lacking the resources to
cover the cost of a clandestine but safe abortion in private clinics. Gutiérrez
underlines the need to extend democracy to women’s bodies, arguing that
a woman’s right to choose over her own body is at the core of her ability
to act upon citizenship in a democratic nation-state. In other words, a
struggle for abortion rights framed through a reproductive justice
paradigm.

Amanda, in her late thirties, tells me with a big smile that she was born
in democracy, and continues, ‘but I have an aunt in Mexico and another
one in Norway’, as if giving this information, that locates her family his-
tory in relationship to the experience of exile during the dictatorship, was
central to her (femi