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ABSTRACT

How do we dispute the given meanings of monuments, destabilize their foundations and 
create alternative grammars to restore meaning and agency to the collective memory? 
This essay presents reflections on the dispute over representations of power, especially 
in relation to the emancipation of politics, identities and struggles for human rights that 
have been dismantled and cynically shelved by the criminal governments on the rise in the 
Global South in the last decade.

FILING THE STONE, 
WASHING THE FLAG

Bruno Oliveira

•   Notes on the ruining of   • 
and dispute over monuments
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For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. 
They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game, 
but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.1 

1 • Introduction 

“It is an attack on civilization,” exclaimed Victor Brecheret Filho on September 30, 
2016 in an interview2 about the intervention carried out the previous morning on the 
“Monumento às Bandeiras” (Monument to the Flags). This sculpture was designed by his 
father, Victor Brecheret, in 1920, and installed for the celebrations of the 400th Anniversary 
of the founding of the City of São Paulo in 1953. Of unknown authorship, the action 
consisted of covering the granite monument with pink, yellow and turquoise latex paint 
and was broadcast by the media during the televised debate between candidates for mayor 
of São Paulo the night before the municipal elections. On the occasion, actions targeting 
the “Borba Gato” statue, by Júlio Guerra, erected in 1963, and the building of the State 
Department of Education, inaugurated in 1894 as the headquarters of the Escola Normal 
Caetano de Campos, were also carried out.

Described as everything from a disgrace to barbarity, the intervention outraged the 
population and the officials responsible for the maintenance of public heritage. After the 
intervention that took place on the eve of the 2016 elections, it took about 10 days to clean 
the “Monumento às Bandeiras”. A specific chemical for granite had to be used, which was 
followed by the use of pressure washers.

In a statement to the press,3 the then director of the Office of Historical Heritage, an agency 
of the Municipal Department of Culture of São Paulo, highlighted the damage to the 
sculpture caused by such actions. He believes that the cleaning process poses a risk to the 
work, as its layers are damaged each time it is cleaned: “I’m outraged and upset. It’s sad to 
see our public heritage being damaged. We keep cleaning it and the monument gets more 
and more damaged. Soon, there won’t be any stone left.”

2 • Monuments, power and coloniality

Aníbal Quijano and Immanuel Wallerstein4 describe the world-system concept as the 
configuration of a historical pattern of power in which social and political relations are 
the result of the interrelation of fragmented and conflicting networks of dominance. 
This concept helps us understand the fundamental structuring of history in the Latin 
American context based on the dialectic complementarity of the dynamics between 
colonizers and the colonized.5 This modern/colonial notion gives rise to a series of 
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relationships and institutions of domination and exploitation that extend from the 
European Middle Ages to the present day.

Monuments, flags, the state and its insignia are all fundamental records of the ideas of the 
project for the future and the progress of the modern/colonial process. We can associate 
the consolidation of these images with the establishment of frameworks of subjectivity 
and collective memory aimed at perceiving a total, linear and hegemonic world. Here, it is 
important to emphasize that the coloniality of power, a term coined by Aníbal Quijano,6  
includes processes that reproduce the logic of oppression, domination and exploitation and 
that go beyond the sphere of political-economic power and lead to the colonization of the 
imaginary. Thus, memory and monuments, especially in the Latin American context, were 
constituted through processes of continuous and permanent epistemological violence.

3 • Documents-monuments 

To reflect on the dispute over the meaning of a monument, a brief digression is first needed 
to recognize, in the practice of building such works, how monuments are configured as 
devices of the coloniality of power in their territories of insertion. We should assimilate 
them as images that perform memorial and educational functions in cities. It is understood 
that every monument has intrinsic and mutual elements of civilization and barbarity.7  
Monuments are, therefore, elements of transmission, allegories of a triumphant notion 
of continuity and historical evolution, “spoils whose function is to confirm, illustrate and 
validate the superiority of the powerful.”8 Once we understand the documents-monuments 
as images of this modern/colonial culture-barbarism diptych, we can move on to the 
question of the purposes of their constitution.

According to Georges Didi-Huberman,9 in the European origins of monuments as we 
know them today,10 we see that they are perceived as a kind of common good: the use 
of the term imago and its approximation to the ideas of possession and restitution evoke 
a “genealogical and honorific transmission function” of the images produced by death 
masks.11 This was when monuments (from the Latin word monumentum: memorial, 
building or even tomb) appeared; they were initially attributed to individuals and private 
funeral memorials and closely linked to this notion of image. Furthermore, in ancient 
Europe, another category of monuments also emerged as an advertisement of power, a 
symbolic device of domination or a product of the interests of groups or associations, 
which were usually of a commemorative and testimonial nature and that evoked pasts 
and perpetuated memories (voluntarily or involuntarily). The two classes of monuments, 
however, share the purpose of ensuring the strategic survival of memories of modernity 
and, above all, images of civilization – and barbarity.

In general, monuments, museums, galleries and cultural spaces, their collections, 
exhibitions and constituent and associated documents, as well as universities, their 
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buildings and the discipline of the history of images (and art, by extension) can be 
understood as a fundamental part of a set of institutions that are responsible for structuring 
and maintaining stable and homogeneous memories and social representations. Mastering 
the narratives and images of a given territory, culture and society, especially in the Global 
South, was (and still is) vital to the organization of modern states.12 Such institutions 
and disciplines occupy contradictory and complex positions. This makes it essential to 
understand how they are connected and operate, given that “they are important because 
they still maintain a symbolic position apparently supported by democratic culture, at the 
heart of which lies the very notion of citizenship.”13

How, then, do we restore emancipatory meaning to monuments? This is mainly an 
exercise of finding, in the instability of its given meanings, the possibility of manipulating 
and creating another grammar and other meanings and agencies – ones that are not 
based on the idea of completeness or even returning some privilege or private right to 
someone or to a social group. This devolution of meaning does not entail appropriation 
or possession, nor reproducing the structure of dominance; but it does necessarily 
question its assumptions. It is precisely about reaffirming the instability of the strategies 
of dominance and hegemony in power, desecrating the power of its representations and 
returning the possibility of use and collective agency to whomever is entitled to it. It 
involves reconfiguring memory and renouncing narrative rigidity, while stripping “[...] 
devices – all devices – of the possibility of use that they themselves captured. Desecrating 
what cannot be desecrated is the political task of generations to come.”14 

4 • Restitution (1)

Officially opened in March 1970, the headquarters of Paço das Artes’15 were located 
in the vicinity of the University of São Paulo for many years. Owned by the Butantan 
Institute, the building was requisitioned at the end of 2015 to make way for laboratories 
and a factory that produces vaccines against dengue fever, an epidemic that had reached 
alarming levels that year.

To mark the end of activities in the Paço das Artes building, one last event was held at the 
venue, which included a presentation by the group Ilú Obá De Min16 and an intervention 
by an artist from Minas Gerais, Néle Azevedo.

Initially developed by Néle Azevedo in 2001 for the thesis of her Master in Visual 
Arts degree from the Institute of Arts of Universidade Estadual Paulista, the series 
of interventions entitled “Minimum Monument”17 are characterized by an ephemeral 
action that subverts the very foundational notions of monuments: it is a record of 
memory; a small, temporary, itinerant document made up of anonymous bodies – as 
opposed to the grandiose solidity of the stone and the heroes of history found in major 
public monuments. According to the artist herself,18 until 2004, the interventions 
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consisted of one or two ice sculptures placed in different locations of the cities that 
would melt and disappear over time. From 2005 onwards, Azevedo began concentrating 
small anonymous bodies of ice in one place, deliberately chosen in the urban space, and 
also allowed them to melt over time. She relied on the collaboration of volunteers to 
make ice sculptures from ready-made moulds.

The document generated by Néle Azevedo’s intervention focuses on the experience of 
participants and spectators and, therefore, on audio-visual recordings of the action. The 
proposed action does not allude to the great heroes of Western modern/colonial history, 
as indicated by the call for volunteers to help carry out the intervention in March 2016:

In an act that lasts a few minutes, the monument’s official canons 
are reversed: in the place of the hero, the anonymous; in place of the 
solidity of the stone, the ephemeral process of the ice; instead of the 
grandiose scale of the monument, the minimal scale of perishable 
bodies. [...] It loses its static condition to gain fluidity in urban 
displacement and the changing state of the water. They focus on 
small sculptures of small men, ordinary men.19

These minimal documents-monuments, created through the inversion of perspective, 
not only capture the reciprocity of culture-barbarism, but also seize this place and 
make it a permanent message between the lines. At the limit of becoming a damnatio 
memoriae sentence,20 Azevedo’s intervention restores the remains to the public sphere, 
performing a gesture similar to the montages of the German filmmaker Harun Farocki, 
interpreted by Didi-Huberman as “[taking] from the institutions what they do not 
want to show – the rubbish, refuse, the forgotten or censored images – to return them 
to those to whom they belong – that is, the ‘public’, the community, the citizens.”21

At the final event at the Paço das Artes, the “Minimum Monument” (and the presentation 
of the group Ilú Obá De Min) creates a monument to erasure, that of the life-cycle of a 
public space. Azevedo staged her intervention on the building’s staircase and started at 2 pm 
on March 16, 2016. The audience accompanied the intervention, performed with 1,000 ice 
sculptures that lasted only a few minutes due to the blazing sun, as a sort of ritual, a gesture 
that the artist herself described as political/aesthetic.
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5 • Restitution (2)

Founder and leader of the “Cambio 90” party, the Japanese-Peruvian engineer and 
mathematician Alberto Kenya Fujimori won his first presidential election in Peru in 1990 
with the slogan “Honradez, Tecnología, Trabajo” (Honour, Technology and Work”). The 
candidate, until then little known, would also win the following elections, held after a 
broad constitutional crisis shook the country and he enacted a self-coup with the support of 
the Armed Forces. The coup involved the organization of a new Constituent Assembly, the 
dissolution of Congress, taking control of the media, the persecution of opposition groups 
and people, and systematic human rights violations.

Fujimori enjoyed high approval ratings up until the middle of his second term. The silence, 
fear and even widely disseminated discourses of apathy towards politics was finally broken 
at the end of the decade. Several social mobilizations, from 1996 on, were guided precisely 
by the exercise of imagination of other forms of the public sphere. One or a few protests, 
actions or uprisings alone are not enough to establish a shared notion of a democratic 
society: it is through continuity and permanent vigilance that alternative collective and 
public consciousnesses are forged.

The public imaginary was established as a crucial battleground for Peruvian social 
movements, especially in the last year of Fujimori’s decade-long dictatorship. Disputing 

Documentation of the media coverage of the work “Minimum Monument.” 
Archives provided by the artist Néle Azevedo.
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control of national symbols led to an individual and collective liberating process for Peruvian 
citizens that went beyond the established notions of nation and state. The critical trigger for 
the intensification of protests was the successive corruption scandals, political persecution 
and especially the fraud used by Fujimori to get re-elected for the third time in April 2000.

The first performance that inaugurated the work of the Colectivo Sociedad Civil, a group 
formed by Peruvian artists who played a key role in the year 2000, took place precisely at the 
end of the first round of the national elections: equipped with candles, crucifixes and black 
fabric, a large group of artists proposed to hold a long, formal funeral ceremony for the Fujimori 
government in front of the Oficina Nacional de Procesos Electorales (ONPE, National Office 
of Electoral Processes). Local and international media outlets broadcast footage from the 
protest, which stimulated the group to continue staging actions and developing its language. 

From that moment on, the members of the Colectivo, in collaboration with other groups 
and movements, began to develop public strategies to mobilize and transform the national 
imaginary. Among the highly impactful performances that began on the eve of the second 
round of the 2000 elections was “Lava la bandera” (Washing the flag),22 a collective and 
collaborative ritual for the symbolic and affective cleansing of the national flag. For weeks 
after the first national cleansing rituals were held in a public square, in May 2000, several 
autonomous, independently organized and equally political reinterpretations were recorded 
in public squares in other Peruvian and foreign cities.

The weekly repetition of the ritual of washing the national flags with water, soap and red 
basins throughout the year produced an image of rescuing the national identity that had been 
hijacked by the Fujimori dictatorship. Variations of the subjection of these symbols of power 
to the daily gesture of being washed, hung up on large clotheslines stretched across public 
squares and drying in the wind soon appeared, some incorporating military uniforms and 
robes. The repetition of the gesture and the collective and daily incorporation of the protest 
in a common and ordinary way by the people also indicate the importance of the need for a 
long restitution of citizens’ kidnapped identities in individual and collective spheres. One of 
the Colectivo’s founding members sums up the country’s ritualization process as follows:

But such surprising political effectiveness is rooted in pre-existing 
moral authority, the symbolic capital accumulated from the 
sacrificial energy of thousands of washing rituals. The collective 
identification matrix at work here is both religious and patriotic. 
A domestic, daily, locally made religiosity, which is almost 
irreverently pop in its liturgical informality, but no less sublime 
for it. It is through its accessibility and immediacy that Lava la 
bandera ritualizes the country. (God moves among the pails. And 
the soaps). Perhaps this is where its ability to become registered 
in a distinct mnemonic record, in the emotional memory of a 
citizenship under construction, comes from.23 
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At the end of that year, the accumulation of accusations of corruption and human rights 
violations led Fujimori to take refuge in Japan, where he stayed until he was captured in 
Chile in 2005. Back in 2000, Colectivo Sociedad Civil organized an act to finalize the 
cycle of cleaning and cure. With the change of government, the flags would be clean again: 
the call was one of celebration, and for the flags to be ironed, folded, handed over to the 
new government and stored so that they could be maintained and cared for, until further 
cleansing is necessary to uphold democracy.

6 • Conclusion 

The director of the Office of Historical Heritage’s fear that Brecheret’s sculpture in São 
Paulo will be filed down to the floor until there is no more stone left because of the recurring 
need for restoration reminds us, in an inverted and accidental way, of the artistic/political 
gestures of Néle Azevedo’s “Minimum Monument” and “Lava la Bandera” by the Colectivo 
Sociedad Civil.

The repeated polishing of the stone points to a possible path for understanding the ritualistic 
and permanent exercise of reappropriating democracy. The dispute for representations of 
power – and the politicization of these images – can help reinforce demands for emancipatory 
policies, identities and struggles for human rights that have been dismantled and cynically 
shelved by the rhetoric of the criminal governments on the rise in the Global South.

Here, it is interesting to imagine that perhaps the emergence of another society, or 
another democratic agreement, will only be possible when the ruining of the monolithic 
and impenetrable documents-monuments that structure cities, politics and memory is 

Media coverage of the actions of the Coletivo Sociedad Civil. 
Archives provided by artist Claudia Coca.
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incessantly repeated: whether it be through the collective reconstruction of temporary 
monuments, the public cleansing of national flags or, even more radically, by repeatedly 
causing documents-monuments to be polished.

The image of the gradual ruining of the monument by its successive cleanings performs 
an ongoing funeral ritual, in the long term, that restores agency to the vanquished and 
structures another social pact by constantly and gradually chipping away minute pieces of 
the great modern/colonial history of the great heroes. Always the same, but a little different.
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RECONSTRUCTING SYMBOLS, REINVENTING MONUMENTS

In the Sur Journal’s gallery of artistic pieces, images from the “Minimum Monument” 
series of interventions by Brazilian artist Néle Azevedo, and the “Lava la bandera” 
(Wash the flag, in English translation) performance action by the Sociedad Civil 
Collective, dispute in very concrete ways the very idea of historical monument and 
national symbol, respectively. In both cases, the hegemonic and colonial sense 
that these elements carry is disputed, when new meanings are forged, tested, and 
imagined through a political-artistic interruption.
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The ice sculptures of “Minimum Monument” subvert the foundational notions 
of monuments by proposing a record of memory, a small, temporary, itinerant 
document of anonymous bodies - as opposed to the grandiose solidity of stone and 
the heroes of history found in large public monuments. Meanwhile, the performative 
action of “Lava la bandera” proposes a collective and collaborative ritual of symbolic 
and affective cleaning of the national flag. The repetition of the ritual of cleaning the 
national flags with water, soap, and red basins produced an image of rescuing the 
national identity kidnapped by the Fujimori dictatorship in Peru. In dialogue, other 
notions, both quotidian and collective, subvert the cultural documents-monuments in 
a reconstruction of the symbols that structure cities, politics, and memory.
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MINIMUM MONUMENT
Néle Azevedo. Paço das Artes, São Paulo-Brazil. Credits: ©Néle Azevedo, 2016.
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MINIMUM MONUMENT
Néle Azevedo. Paço das Artes, São Paulo-Brazil. Credits: ©Néle Azevedo, 2016.
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MINIMUM MONUMENT
Néle Azevedo. Praça da Sé, São Paulo-Brazil. Credits: ©Marcos Gorgatti, 2005.
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MINIMUM MONUMENT
Néle Azevedo. Praça da Sé, 

São Paulo-Brazil. 
Credits: ©Marcos Gorgatti, 2005.
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PLAZA DE ARMAS 
Performance action “Lava la bandera” (Wash the flag, in English translation), 
by Colectivo Sociedad Civil, Peru, 2000.
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LARGE FLAG
Performance action “Lava la bandera” (Wash the flag, in English translation), 

by Colectivo Sociedad Civil, Peru, 2000. 
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FLAG WASHING - CAMPO DE MARTE
Performance action “Lava la bandera” (Wash the flag, in English translation), 
by Colectivo Sociedad Civil, Peru, 2000.
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POLICE OFFICERS 
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Performance action 
“Lava la bandera” 
(Wash the flag, 
in English translation), 
by Colectivo Sociedad Civil, 
Peru, 2000. 
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“WASHING, SEWING AND WAVING THE FLAG”: 
A REPORT FROM THE NEVER-ENDING 
STRUGGLE FOR DEMOCRACY IN PERU

•   Interview with Claudia Coca   •

By Sur Journal

In the art gallery of this issue of Sur, we present a photographic record of a paradigmatic 
action staged by Colectivo Sociedad Civil in Peru in 2000 named “Lava la bandera” 
(Washing the flag). Carried out as a symbolic call for democracy, this collective and 
political intervention challenged the meaning that had been historically attributed to the 
flag as an insignia, a distinctive mark of a people. Bringing national flags to city squares 
and washing them collectively both expressed criticism of a dilapidated symbol and its 
fragile representative capacity and used many hands to forge other possible meanings.

The action was carried out in a very specific context. Systematic human rights violations, 
political persecution, corruption, and poverty were present throughout the Alberto Fujimori 
dictatorship in the country.

Today, Peru is once again facing a profound political crisis. A crisis that, in a little over 
a month, has left an alarming number of people dead and injured due to violent state 
repression of demonstrators.1 Thousands of people have taken to the streets of Peru, waving 
their flags high – the flags of a country that is experiencing a moment of instability, like 
twenty years ago, as the result of severe national inequality, structural racism, and an 
institutional crisis manifested in the form of systematic human rights violations.

In this brief interview with Sur, Peruvian artist, political activist, and teacher Claudia 
Coca tells us about her experience with Colectivo Sociedad Civil at the time of the “Lava 
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Sur Journal • Tell us about Colectivo Sociedad Civil. What were the ideas that brought its 
members together and who were they?

Claudia Coca • To me, Colectivo Sociedad Civil was a collective of citizens who wished 
to engage civil society in the struggle to reclaim democracy. In 2000, with a great deal of 
ingenuity, we adopted the following motto: “For the cultural overthrow of the dictatorship”. 
And I say ingenuity because we never expected to be in the same situation today, and I say 
this with hopelessness and pain.

There were few of us at first and then, many of us during the most intense days of the 
struggle for democracy.2 

Sur • What struck you the most, as a group, when you were carrying out the “Lava la 
bandera” action?

C.C. • We were out in the streets for many months, holding multiple citizen actions. 
Although “Lava la bandera” was the most famous one, we had several important 
experiences at different moments. I would say that for me, the most notable aspect was 
the union of forces among citizens. We started out as a few and ended up with many 
people participating in the group that would go out to stage multiple symbolic actions 
against the dictatorship.

The importance of the “Lava la bandera” action was that we kept it up for six months - 
before, during, and after the fall of Fujimori. Washing the flag every Friday at the Plaza 
de Armas led people to replicate this action in other parts of the country. Even Peruvian 
citizens in other countries would perform the action in squares and embassies. We did 
not coordinate with these actions; they were the initiative of other citizens.

la bandera” interventions. She talks about the expectations back then, the meaning and 
impact of these street art interventions that filled many public squares in Peru, and, finally, 
about the timeless importance of re-signifying and appropriating the symbolic value of the 
flag to the creation of collective actions to denounce human rights violations and as part of 
an ongoing struggle for democracy.

•  •  • 
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Sur • How do you interpret the repercussion and the political impact that the actions had 
in comparison to your expectations?

C.C. • The democratic media outlets covered the actions, which were later published by 
printed media and broadcast on the radio and television. This was very important in order 
for the public to see symbolic actions of a peaceful and thought-provoking nature. It was 
fundamental to us to be accompanied by the media, particularly for safety reasons, and this 
was an important factor in attracting more citizens to participate. Seeing citizens holding a 
different kind of protest meant that the fear of being persecuted and labeled a “terrorist” was 
subsiding, and this is why we went out to protest. The Fujimori regime had appropriated 
the symbolic language that associated all those who went to the protests with terrorism. 
Sadly, this continues to this day, and we are beginning to relive it all over again.

Sur • What are the commonalities between the current context and the one in which the 
action took place? Tell us about the social and political demands that motivate protests in 
Peru today. What are the democratic alternatives?

C.C. • Fascist regimes have the same characteristics, which is why there are many 
similarities between the current government and the Fujimori regime. The lack of 
constitutional rights is the most important one. Today, the lives of Peruvians are being 
taken just as they were 23 years ago.

Peru is a country with an unjust centralist system that abandons other regions of the country, 
which suffer from poverty, inequality, and discrimination. Structural racism prevents us 
from conceiving a society in which all citizens have equal rights.

Documentation of the media coverage of the actions of the Sociedad Civil Collective. 
Archives provided by artist Claudia Coca.
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The current situation was brought on by the failed coup d’état led by former President 
Pedro Castillo, who was connected to multiple investigations on corruption and had a 
mediocre, corrupt, populist government for a year and a half. People are demanding that 
President Dina Boluarte resign and that new presidential elections be held.3 This would 
force Congress to change the Bureau members and elect a new consensus president to take 
office as the President of the Republic.

Sur • In the current situation, when we think about national symbols and the possibility of 
challenging them and altering their hegemonic and colonial meaning, what would be the 
meaning today of an intervention like the one that was carried out back then? What would it 
be comparable to today?

C. C. • Thinking about the colonial nature of national symbols is a subject that requires 
a thorough analysis. However, a symbol like the flag still represents a common ground 
that people identify with – hence, the importance of re-signifying and appropriating 
its symbolic value when creating actions/situations to build unity in the fight against 
violations of human rights and for democratic rights.

Today’s marches are filled with red and white flags, as well as black and white flags. Red was 
replaced by black as a sign of mourning for the over 60 Peruvians who have lost their lives 
at the hands of President Dina Boluarte’s regime and her prime minister, Alberto Otárola.

In 2021, many citizen groups took measures to push for the creation of the Commission 
of Truth and Reconciliation. We, at Colectivo Sociedad Civil, held an action entitled 
“Coser la bandera” (Sewing the flag), in which we made a black and white flag out of 
pieces of clothing, which symbolized the clothes people wore at the bodiless wakes of 
those who disappeared during the armed conflict. This action was carried out by the 
relatives of those who went missing and by civil society in a show of solidarity.

Image of “Coser la bandera”, 2021. 
Personal archive.
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Women travel from several parts 
of the country to Lima – 2023 
demonstrations.
Credit: Reuters. 

Peru is once again in mourning, so we see people raising and waving black and white flags.

The flag continues to be a symbol of communion, of recognition; to many, it is a cry 
for inclusion and rights. An indigenous woman carrying a flag is fighting for her own 
inclusion and that of her people, who continue to fight for their place and their rights, as 
they did over 500 years ago.

Claudia Coca. 
Source: Personal archive photo.

Interview  received in January 2023.
Original in Spanish. Translated by Luis Misiara. Proofread by Karen Lang.

•  •  • 
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1 • “Guterres preocupado com protestos no Peru 

que mataram dezenas”, ONU News, January 26, 
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“THE GOAL OF VISIONARY FICTION
IS TO CHANGE THE WORLD”

•   Interview with Walidah Imarisha   •

By Sur Journal and Bruno Oliveira

All political articulation is science fiction. For educator, writer, Stanford University professor, and 
poet Walidah Imarisha, this observation indicates to us that the task of reconfiguring the world 
in more just and collective ways necessarily involves an exercise in (re)imagination. If we have 
the capacity to imagine a world without prisons, without police violence, where all people have 
access to their rights and are free from the historical abuses, then we are talking about a world 
that does not currently exist. To dream it collectively, in practice, means “build a future where the 
fantastic liberates the mundane.” 1 This dream, according to Imarisha, confabulates what she 
calls visionary fiction, or radical science fiction:

Visionary fiction offers social justice movements a process to 
explore creating those new worlds (although not a solution – 
that’s where sustained mass community organizing comes in). 
I came up with the term “visionary fiction” to encompass the 
fantastical cross-genre creations that help us bring about those 
new worlds. This term reminds us to be utterly unrealistic in our 
organizing, because it is only through imagining the so-called 
impossible that we can begin to concretely build it. When we free 
our imaginations, we question everything.2
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In 2015, Imarisha published, along with visionary political movement strategist adrienne maree 
brown, Octavia’s Brood: Science Fiction Stories From Social Justice Movements. The book, 
so named after black feminist science fiction writer Octavia Butler (1947-2006), is a collection 
of radical science fiction that collectively explores the connections between radical speculative 
fiction and social change movements. 

In this interview for Sur Journal, Imarisha discusses the social transformation potential of visionary 
fiction, and elaborates in what ways the imagination of better-and possible-worlds is at the heart of 
the struggle for human rights, among other reasons, for transformation-oriented action. As Octavia 
Butler herself aptly put it in Parable of the Sower, “All that you touch / You change.”

Sur Journal • Tell us a little about yourself and your personal and professional 
trajectory. 

Walidah Imarisha • My name is Walidah Imarisha. I am a writer and educator living 
in the USA. Most of my historical work looks at Black history, and I work with and 
study current social movements for justice. A large area of my work looks at what I call 
visionary fiction or radical science fiction that can help us dream better about more 
just futures and build them into existence. For me, that is fundamentally tied to radical 
organizing, community organizing and liberation work in the community.

Sur • How did you get into fiction as a literary genre? And what was your encounter 
with Octavia Butler like?

W.I. • I’ve always loved science fiction and other fantastical spaces. My mom was a huge 
Star Trek fan and so, I grew up watching Star Trek. My oldest memory is watching 
Star Trek when I was 2. It was always a very big part of my life. And looking back, it’s 
clear that I was drawn to it because of the space of imagination, because anything was 
possible, because I didn’t know what was going to happen and that was exciting. I also 
wrote my own fantasy and science fiction stories as a kid. But certainly, in mainstream 
science fiction, I didn’t see myself or Black people reflected much. In Star Trek, I always 
felt much closer to Mr. Spock than many of the human characters (other than Uhura, 
of course) because he was marked as other, as alien, and that certainly felt closer to how 
I felt as a Black child. 

I was very lucky to have encountered Octavia E. Butler’s work while I was still in high 
school. I would go to the second-hand bookstore and just look through the science 

•  •  • 
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fiction section, at the covers, and choose new books by people I didn’t know. I found 
her book “Kindred” and on the cover, there were two Black women’s faces, kind of in 
motion. That was the first time I had seen a Black woman on the cover of a science 
fiction book and so, I grabbed that one. They also had “Parable of the Sower” and 
I bought both. That was absolutely foundational because it is the place that I saw 
in practice the principles of what I would later call visionary fiction. It was the first 
place I saw in science fiction that connection of identity, that questioning of power 
and creating new relationships to power, which, for me, are the key parts of visionary 
fiction. Definitely, reading all of Octavia’s work that I could get my hands on was part 
of what led me to realize that these things didn’t have to be separate, because before I 
had mostly engaged with the imaginings of white cis men. 

As I got older and got involved in radical organizing, I felt like I needed to hide that 
side of myself, the nerd side, because it wasn’t serious. And luckily, I went through a 
process where I found other radical nerds and came to the place where I realized that 
not only is it okay to like science fiction as a person involved in radical change, but 
it’s imperative. You need it. I started working with folks specifically around a radical 
magazine that was based in the US called Left Turn Magazine. We did an issue – the 
Visionary Fiction issue – that I guest edited, and that was the first time I used the term 
visionary fiction to describe radical science fiction. And then, from there, I got to meet 
my Octavia’s Brood co-editor, adrienne maree brown, actually as part of that issue, and 
a couple of years later, we started working on “Octavia’s Brood: Science Fiction Stories 
From Social Justice Movements”.

When I was editing the issue of Left Turn, someone said, “Oh, do you know adrienne’s 
work? You have to connect with her”. We actually didn’t meet in person until after a 
year of working on “Octavia’s Brood” together. We did it all virtually. But we both did a 
workshop at the US Social Forum in 2010: adrienne’s was “Octavia Butler & Emergent 
Strategy” and mine was “Visionary Fiction”, which I co-facilitated with Morrigan Phillips. 
We co-facilitated them and they were 2 of the most popular workshops, which was lovely. 
And adrienne said, “This speaks to the fact that our movements really want more of this. 
So, we should do a book.” And I said, “Let’s do a book.”

Sur • How can imagination, collective dreaming and visionary fiction become tools for 
building possible futures? What is the role of collectivity and community organizing 
in these processes?

W.I. • I work to make that very clear with visionary fiction. adrienne and I both chose 
science fiction because it is a space of imagination, which means people are willing 
to go with anything. For me, as a prison abolitionist, I’ve found science fiction or the 
space of imagination a perfect one because people in the “real world” cannot imagine 
a world without prisons. We have all been conditioned to think that it is impossible. 
But if you move them to a completely different planet, and you say, “Anything can 
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happen here that we can dream up. These are not humans. This has nothing to do 
with us,” I have found people will be open to so many things. And it’s interesting 
because in those spaces, when I’ve said, “Well, what will people do? You’ve now 
created these green aliens with purple polka dots on another planet. What will they 
do when one of them hurts another one? Do you think that they would publicly want 
to punish them? Do you think they would want to put them in a box? Do you think 
they would want to shut them off from everyone else for years and then bring them 
back and continue to punish them?” When you frame it that way, people go, “Of 
course not! God! That’s awful! No, they wouldn’t do that. They would want to fix 
what was hurt.” They instantly go to transformative justice, to abolitionist principles 
of creating community. 

It’s important to have those spaces, but those spaces have to be brought back to this 
world. You can’t leave people there because if you do, it’s very easy to have complete 
cognitive dissonance, a complete break with that imagined world and the real world. We 
see that with things like in 2014, in the United States, during the Ferguson Uprisings, 
when Mike Brown, a Black teenager was murdered by a white police officer in Ferguson, 
Missouri while Brown’s hands were in the air. This ignited Black resistance across 
the US. There were all kinds of protests and demonstrations constantly, especially in 
Ferguson. Some escalated to direct action or property destruction after police attacked 
peaceful protestors with tanks and militarized weapons. Around the same time, the 
“Hunger Games” movie, “Mockingjay Part 1,” was in theatres - where they’re rising 
up, blowing up power stations and engaging in armed resistance. And white people in 
the US reacted like, “Yeah! Go! Take the Capitol down!” And those same people were 
responding to Black folks’ resistance by saying, “Why are these Black people tearing 
up their communities? What is wrong with them? This is not how you do it.” And I 
think that this kind of disconnect is an inherent danger. There is an inherent danger in 
these mainstream science fiction projects that appropriate the condition of Blackness, 
of oppression, but put white people in that role, because it’s then easy to empathize 
with Katniss, who is played by Jennifer Lawrence, a white woman, but you cannot 
have that same empathy for Black folks. 

When I started, I thought that inherently, visionary fiction was about moving and doing 
the work of creating new futures. I thought we all understood we were dreaming so that 
we would be doing, but I realized that this is not the case for people who encounter it 
without a foundation in movement work and community organizing. I have definitely 
worked to be more explicit, to explicitly say it is anti-capitalist, it is non-hierarchical. 
We’re creating collective power. We’re making decisions together. This is not a thought 
experiment. So, I have worked to try and spell out much more clearly that this is an 
engaged process and if you are not doing the work of building liberated futures, that is 
not visionary fiction. It is not a form of self-help. It is not a piece of self-exploration. 
It’s not just an exercise in imagination. The goal of this is to change the world, and that 
is not an optional step. So, for me, if you want to call something visionary fiction, it 
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needs to do the work. And if it doesn’t do the work, I’m not saying it can’t be useful, 
but it’s not visionary fiction. And I have certainly asked people to stop calling things 
visionary fiction for those reasons.

Sur • How was the reception of the “Octavia’s Brood” anthology and in your view, what 
impact has it had on the social justice movement in the US?

W.I. • It has been amazing. I don’t think adrienne and I or any of the contributors ever 
expected it to receive such amazing feedback. It’s been out for over 7 years now and is 
still going very strong, which is wonderful. It speaks again to the same reason adrienne’s 
and my workshops at the US Social Forum in 2010 were so popular: because there 
aren’t enough spaces like this, and people want those spaces of imagination. If you are 
engaged in radical organizing, you are already dreaming of science fiction, because all 
organizing is science fiction. Every time we imagine a world without prisons, borders, 
capitalism, oppression, that is science fiction. But our movements are so rooted in this 
notion of what is “realistic” and as a result, our dreaming gets very squashed. That’s 
what happened to me when I started becoming political. 

I thought there wasn’t space for this nerdy sci-fi part of me because I needed to be 
serious and do the work. But our movements need to be working in the present and 
dreaming 100, 200 years in the future. We need spaces that allow us to do that in a 
way that’s not tied to grant deliverables, strategic plans or promises to foundations. We 
need to be able to dream unfettered, unhindered liberation dreams. I believe that that is 
what has drawn people to “Octavia’s Brood” – the way that every story allows them to 
see how this can be done with different movements, different parts of our movements, 
different issues that folks are working on. 

When adrienne and I created it, we had a very hard time getting a publisher. No 
publisher wanted it because they said, “What is this? Who is this for?” It was not cool 
to be a nerd back then. I feel that especially now, especially post “Black Panther”, it’s 
really different. So, it took us a long time, and until very late in the process, to actually 
work with AK Press and the Institute for Anarchist Studies. They were the ones who 
eventually put it out (which was wonderful for me, as I had been reading AK Press 
books since I was a teenager, and they’ve been such a supportive publisher who is 
deeply engaged in supporting radical movements). 

But we found that the intersection between nerds and radical folks is huge; it’s much 
larger than we originally thought. I also remember on our book launch tour in March 
2015, someone came up to us and said, “This is the first science fiction book I’ve ever 
read and I read it because it’s explicitly related to radical politics.” And then later in the 
tour, we had someone say, “This is the first political thing I’ve ever read. I love science 
fiction and so, I picked this up. But I’ve never really thought about social movements 
before.” And we didn’t expect that. It has been really beautiful to see it not only being 
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accepted by the group of folks we knew or we hoped would love it, but also moving 
into these other spaces and serving to connect all those spaces. 

Personally, it has been life changing for me. It has changed the way I think, I organize, I 
move through the world. It has given me comfort, especially in these last few years that 
have been very difficult for everyone. It has helped to root me in the just futures I want. It 
has reminded me that even in the worst of time, those futures are still and always possible. 
I have been very thankful for having that foundation because I don’t know where I would 
have been through the last few years and everything that has come with that without that 
strong foundation and the connections that I’ve made through “Octavia’s Brood.” 

I do want to be very clear that we were not the first ones to do this. This is something 
radicals have been doing for a long time. This is something Black folks have been doing 
for centuries. This is something other folks were doing in other spaces that we didn’t 
even know about, and they didn’t know about us. But it has been wonderful because 
it served as a beacon and drew folks who were already doing that work. And they said, 
“Oh, we’ve been doing this too.” We’ve been able to connect with so many visionaries. 
It has been wonderful to see how it has allowed us and others to find kin.

Sur • Considering your work and your artistic and educational endeavours, what would 
you say today to the human rights movement in a post-pandemic context and in view 
of the reconfigurations of global power?

W.I. • I would just say we’re definitely not post-Covid or post-pandemic. That framing 
is fundamentally false and what it does is invisibilize the most vulnerable folks in our 
communities who are still very much living through the heart of the pandemic. It also 
erases their leadership. 

Throughout the pandemic, we learned from immunocompromised and disabled folks 
how to create spaces that are as safe as possible and accessible to as many as possible. 
Most folks didn’t know about using video conferencing for classes, for school or 
even just to spend time with friends, but disabled folks had been doing that already. 
We didn’t know how to protect one another from transmission – around the world 
people had to watch basic videos about masks and hand washing to understand this. 
But immunocompromised folks generously shared the hard-won knowledge they 
used every day just to survive in this world. Disabled and immunocompromised 
folks had been doing all of this by themselves in isolation from the larger society 
because we did not support it before. But if we had, if we had already centred that 
leadership and vision and experience, I believe we might actually be able to say we 
were post-pandemic and have it be true. And now around the world and in the US, 
the mainstream has turned away from all of this and declared us “post pandemic”, 
again abandoning so many to die and dooming us all to continuing this horrific cycle 
we are currently in.
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But again, for me, a fundamental aspect of visionary fiction is centring on the leadership 
of those who live at the intersections of oppression, because that is where we see what 
true liberation for our whole community looks like. Again, if we had been doing the 
things disability justice and disability liberation folks have been advising us to do for 
decades, I think the past 3 years would have been drastically different, and millions 
who are dead would still be here. We have to make sure that we are not buying into 
and perpetuating the same systems of oppression we’re fighting against. I have been 
very disappointed by radical movements in the US that are no longer thinking about 
safety when it should now be a fundamental principle of how we care for each other, 
and a way to challenge this very eugenicist project that is ongoing and that defines 
how Covid is being dealt with. It really is strongly connected to white supremacy, to 
ableism. It is really a sort of survival-of-the-fittest social Darwinism at its worst. It is 
certainly not how anyone in radical movements I know would want to live and yet, we 
are defaulting to that because that is what the larger society is doing. And that is again 
a space where we need to be able to imagine those futures we want and pull them into 
the present. I imagine that folks who believe in human rights would want futures where 
everyone felt comfortable moving about, had the autonomy to move out in public, to 
have everything they needed to be present, without fearing for their very lives. If that 
is the case, we need to build those worlds right now. 

Sur • Today, digital tools and the digital environment intensify the dispute over narratives. 
Fake news, for example, instigates terror through discourses that manipulate people’s 
emotions and fears. What is your analysis of this scenario? What tools do we have to deal 
with this dispute and build narratives that generate inspiration without using fear?

W.I. • The extreme reactionary cases of fake news, the election deniers, Covid deniers 
– all those that are fundamentally in conflict with science obviously have to be 
challenged and dealt with. I also think that the narrative around fake news sets up a 
dichotomy [in which everything outside mainstream media] is the only fake news, 
legitimizing mainstream media. That is a deep concern because radical movements, 
folks trying to change the world for the better have always been maligned in the 
mainstream media, which distorts the realities of what we’re doing. 

I’ve just finished teaching a class this term on the history of the Black Panther Party, 
which in the US is one of the most maligned organizations. The things that students 
come in thinking they know about the Black Panther Party – they say, “Oh, well, they 
were anti-white. They only were for Black people. They were all about guns.” None 
of those things are true at all. They actually formed the most effective multiracial 
coalition in the history of the United States. They formed close partnerships and 
nurtured radical white organizations. They fought for the liberation of everyone who 
was oppressed around the world. They spent most of their time feeding children and 
running health care clinics. But that is not what the media portrays. It’s not what 
history books teach children. So, to me, all of that is also fake news. 
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I do think it is important to separate out categories. It is important to challenge that 
complete denial of scientific fact and of what is literally written right in front of you, 
in black and white, while saying that there are “alternative facts”. 

As radical folks, as folks who will continually be maligned in the mainstream for trying 
to create a better world, it’s important to make sure that we do not allow a dichotomy 
to be set up which makes it look as if only official news sources are credible. 

We have to have spaces where we write our own stories. We have to be able to start 
from scratch to create our own frameworks and narratives. We can try to strategically 
use the mainstream, but we have to know that our message will never be delivered the 
way we want. So we have to create our own independent spaces of information and 
knowledge. Again, this is what the Black Panther Party did – they were incredibly 
adept at using the mainstream media as a recruiting tool, but they never relied on 
the mainstream media to actually convey their politics or message accurately. They 
in fact started their own newspaper, which had the highest circulation of any Black 
newspaper in the US, was printed in multiple languages and carried their actual 
political ideologies and work across the country and around the world. 

We need to also create countless spaces and avenues, and art is a fundamental way of 
reaching people. Art moves and connects people. Very soon after “Black Panther” came 
out, I was in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, and to see Black folks in Africa doing the Wakanda 
symbol was very powerful because it resonated with Black folks across the diaspora. It 
connected us. And again, it’s put out by Disney, one of the most evil corporations in 
the history of the world, maybe since the East India Trading Company. Although what 
was created within that space is not perfect, it was so important for Black people in 
the US. Black people are going to see it together – not just families, but churches and 
youth groups, people who didn’t consider themselves political. 

This notion of an Africa that had never been colonized, this notion of Blackness 
not constrained by white supremacy being allowed to develop as it could have was 
something that Black people wanted to see together, as a collective act, to hold and 
witness that. It was beautiful to see that that was something shared among Black 
folks in different spaces. And again, there are many critiques to be made. I’m not 
trying to say it is a perfect piece at all, but it was a moment of seeing, even within 
mainstream media, that those folks had worked hard to create something that had 
enough authenticity and resonated. It’s important to take what is of use from those 
spaces, but we also need to create our own spaces where we don’t have to contend 
with a multinational corporation.

Sur • Would you say that visionary fiction can be an instrument for assisting 
communities in developing better ways of understanding mass communication and 
history itself?
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W.I. • One of the principles of visionary fiction is that it’s rooted in decolonized, 
nonlinear dreaming, which to me is about recognizing the centrality of experiences of 
people of colour – and especially for me, Black folks – and the ways that we need an 
authentic, real past to be able to build the futures we want. The Eurocentric Western 
white narrative about science fiction and progress is that we’re always leaving the 
past behind, always getting better; the past is worse and we have nothing to learn 
from it. We’re just going to keep going in this straight line. That’s a white thing. No 
culture of colour before colonization thought that way, especially African cultures, 
who thought about time differently. There are many different ways, but it was never 
this straight, linear progression that we can’t go back to, that doesn’t allow a return, 
a revisiting, a reengagement. 

It’s really important to recognize that we are in communion with those who have 
come before and we need to be able to reach back and connect with that to be able 
to move forward. We’re not just studying them; we have to actively dream with them. 
We are dreaming the same freedom dreams that our ancestors dreamed. It is an active 
conversation with them.

I think that visionary fiction absolutely has a place to allow us to reimagine what 
has been taken. Scholar Saidiya Hartman’s notion of having to fill in those pieces 
of history that have been erased for us, for Black people, because of the purposeful 
disruption of our connection to our histories. Especially as Black folks, we can’t go back 
in the traditional sense of being able to read written accounts, of being able to trace 
our lineage through our family trees. Those narratives weren’t written because they 
purposely and brutally tried to keep Black people from writing under slavery. We don’t 
know what day-to-day life for people was in the same way that we know what day-to-
day life of white colonizers was like because colonizers wrote that stuff down. And we 
now have to learn that stuff and act as if that’s the true history. 

I teach about Africa, Black history and slavery in the US. Obviously, students read a lot of 
historical texts, but I also have them read Octavia Butler’s “Kindred”, which is the story of a 
Black woman from 1976 being pulled back in time into the slave period in the Antebellum 
South. It shows what a more modern Black woman’s view of slavery is like, and it’s horrific. I 
have them read that because I don’t think reading a historical text saying this many millions 
of people died or were enslaved, or this many laws passed, or this many uprisings – I don’t 
think that allows us as humans to fully comprehend what it was like to embody that. That 
is a space where visionary fiction is needed to allow us to embody not just the oppression, 
but the resistance that brought us to this moment. Visionary fiction pieces like “Kindred” 
allow us to do that in a way that studying every historical text never will.

Obviously, we have to know the sort of factual parts. And also, knowing things 
emotionally is truly knowing things. I definitely believe that this sort of artistic space 
is a pedagogy. It’s a way of learning and knowing. 
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For those things that have been lost to us 
in the past and those things that right now, 
we can’t reach into, like the future, I believe 
that visionary fiction is a pedagogical way 
of knowing and then shaping the past. If 
we learn about the past not in the way 
that it’s taught, but in a different way, we 
are reshaping it, which means that we can 
then see the present differently. We have 
then, in essence, changed the present and 
changed the future as well. 

Interview conducted in December 2022 by Gabrielle Martins da Silva, 
Renato Barreto and Bruno Oliveira.

Original in English.

•  •  • 

Walidah Imarisha. 
Source: Personal archive photo.
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ABSTRACT

Faced with an increasingly hostile environment, organizations defending and advancing rights 
need to maximize their strength.  Assessing their internal health and understanding the ways 
in which weak systems and practice make them vulnerable should be a priority. In discussions 
among rights leaders at a project to build strength and solidarity in the human rights field, three 
particular areas show up as needing more attention and better approaches:  board governance, 
executive leadership transitions and internal organizational culture.  In each case, the experience 
shared suggests that capacity for self-reflection, learning and trust is likely to support better 
organizational health and ability to withstand negative conditions. While organizations are 
responsible for their own health, donor practice can sharply affect their experience and has an 
impact on the health of the field. Attention to organizational health is a critical point of departure 
for building resilience and strength but for a stronger human rights field, organizations and 
movements also need to focus outwards, on building greater solidarity.

“FIXING THE ROOF 
WHILE THE SUN IS SHINING”

Akwe Amosu

•   Securing organizational health   • 
in the field of human rights
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1 • Introduction

If you are a leader of a human rights organization at this moment in history, you are facing 
headwinds. As an already threadbare post-war consensus on rights wears into holes in many 
places and reservoirs of support from multilateral institutions or the non-governmental sector 
in Western democracies evaporate, local enemies are gaining force. You have to be ever more 
nimble, stretch your funds further and build better defenses, even as you are under attack.

Whether you are in a part of the world where these conditions have been the norm throughout 
your leadership, or you are newly embattled, you are constantly evaluating your position. 
Where are you vulnerable? What do you need? Where can you find solid support? These are the 
questions that we discuss in The Symposium on Strength and Solidarity for Human Rights.1 
And our sense is that investing in organizational health in these times is vitally important. 

We are a project with a five-year life span, bringing leaders of human rights activism and 
advocacy together for intense exchanges on what is strengthening or weakening their 
organizations, and a renewed look at how we build solidarity – and therefore power – for 
defending and advancing rights. Our goal is to provoke some innovation in the way the 
human rights field responds to rising authoritarianism. Now half-way through – we will 
close in March 2025 – we have so far convened about 100 leaders in a series of conversations, 
and we aim to have brought 250 together by the end. This seems like a good moment to 
share some of what we are hearing and learning. 

These observations are necessarily impressionistic and reflect my own sense of the dominant 
themes that have emerged. That said, they are all rooted in actual and recurring conversations 
and have also shown up in our podcast,2 Strength&Solidarity, where human rights activists 
and workers talk about their organizations and movements, and the many ways they are 
trying to overcome obstacles. 

Symposium meetings operate under rules of confidentiality so participants who have 
shared their thinking will not be identified here nor will their organizations. It may 
therefore be helpful to know a little more about them in general. They come from all 
over the world – 48 countries so far. Their organizations work on every aspect of human 
rights, ranging from formal NGOs with strong organizational hierarchies engaging 
formal governmental systems, to loose social movements where grassroots activism is the 
preferred tool and leadership is shared or deemphasized. Our youngest leader so far is 
23 and our oldest in their 70s. We seek to build cohorts in which multiple identities are 
included and we aim for diversity of experience and education. We invite our participants 
to the Symposium by drawing on our own wide network and that of others, but would-be 
participants can self-nominate via our website.3

One caveat: it can be hard to know where an organization’s health ends and the health of 
the wider human rights sector begins. Clearly not all the challenges an organization or 
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movement faces are rooted in its specific circumstances and likewise, a sector is only as 
strong as the organizations and movements that populate it. The borderline between the 
two can be hard to see. I will mostly focus on experience within organizations, but out of 
necessity, a wider framing is sometimes relevant and I will return to this at the end. 

2 • The cost of weak governance

Although the diversity in our participants is wide, it is remarkable how frequently certain 
themes and experiences emerge, and it is on those commonly shared accounts and insights 
that I have based the observations below. When our participants talk about the health 
of their organizations, questions about structure, the pros and cons of hierarchy and the 
management of power all surface. We read case studies about funding crises or about 
responding to an authoritarian crackdown or arrest and many other dimensions, but time 
and again we return to the role of a board, the governance structure, however formal or 
informal, that holds the organization accountable to the mission and oversees its operations. 
And what many of the anecdotes suggest is that boards often do not truly understand the 
organizations they oversee and may not have a good grasp of their role. 

While work is running predictably, this may not pose serious problems. But faced with 
a situation in which a board’s actions are likely to be pivotal, its members may prove 
unprepared. Often they have not thought deeply about their role and responsibilities and it 
is a moment of crisis that exposes the gap. Perhaps the board has approved a budget without 
really understanding the organization’s finances. Perhaps there is a serious dispute between 
staff and management, or board members are competing with the director for control. Such 
situations pose risks for the organization.

One participant explained that despite giving their board a full year’s notice of their intention 
to leave, the board was so used to relying on staff, that they failed to take responsibility for 
the transition, assigning the recruitment of a successor to a recruitment agency with little 
supervision. The candidates on the final shortlist did not fit the organization’s values and 
proved un-appointable, leaving a glaring and lengthy hole in management while the board 
initiated a new hiring campaign. 

In another case, board members were originally recruited because they were close and 
valued colleagues of the director, so their confidence in him was personal. When, to 
their surprise, the director had to resign under a cloud, they realized as they picked up 
the pieces that their loyalties were divided. In a third case, the board received credible 
information about a case of abusive treatment in the organization but decided to turn 
a blind eye, rather than pressing the director to address it. Their avoidance caused 
donors to lose confidence and fundraising was affected. And in a fourth case, the board 
was suddenly faced with a hole in the organization’s finances. They had approved the 
budget, had seen the expenditure reports, but had not noticed that restricted donor 
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funds were being used to cover a shortfall in the operational budget, with serious 
consequences when the donor became aware. 

Many such stories pointed to a sense that certain boards had not been giving due attention 
to formal obligations and that: expectations had not been appropriately set at the start of 
members’ terms; some board chairs were too busy to give their role the necessary attention; 
and governance structures – such as a budget committee – were not created or did not 
regularly report back to the full board. In short, members either did not have the necessary 
skills or had joined for prestige or out of friendship, without considering the likely workload 
or the responsibilities of the role. 

So how are such problems to be addressed? One key point here is that where there is no crisis, 
there may be little reason to doubt an organization’s health. The weakness only becomes 
obvious once an acute problem has emerged. That is why we in the Symposium would argue 
for “fixing the roof while the sun is shining.” Every situation will pose distinctive challenges 
but it seems safe to say that to be able to carry its responsibilities well, a board needs to 
invest in its own capacity over time, ensuring the necessary range of skills – accounting 
and legal knowledge but also strong experience navigating contemporary culture and social 
issues. They need to meet for longer than routine business requires so that members can 
build a shared sense of connection and responsibility, proactively gaining insight into their 
organization through meeting and learning from staff and making a frank self-assessment 
of their ability to respond decisively, should an intervention be needed. A board chair and 
a director working together can guide this effort but there is no short cut – it happens in 
real time. 

This is not to say that a group of well-intentioned board members, jolted out of 
complacency, cannot rescue a situation and steer their organization into calmer waters, 
but such an outcome is far from guaranteed. Governance does not have to be burdensome 
but it requires sustained attention. None of this, however, should be used to justify a board 
usurping management responsibility. The principle should be, “nose in, hands out” – follow 
closely, but respect boundaries.

3 • Leadership change as risk

One moment when an organization’s health is always of critical importance is when there is the 
prospect of a leadership transition. Time and again, Symposium participants have chosen to 
discuss transitions. Their stories start when they begin to think of moving on and realize their 
organization and its board may be ill-prepared for the strains their departure would produce. 
They may end up staying too long despite being burned out and no longer having much 
passion for the work, always on the hunt for the ideal successor who remains elusive. I have 
mentioned that boards may not respond effectively to a director’s exit. But our participants 
also speak of a loss of confidence and resilience among staff who may worry about change 
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or be fearful about their future under a new boss. A departing director may encounter donor 
ambivalence about committing to their successor, making them fear they will be the cause of 
a collapse in the organization’s income. And sometimes – especially if they are founders - they 
discover their own fear that their organization will change after they leave, and try to reduce 
that risk by revising strategy and fundraising in advance and filling vacancies before they go, 
even though these steps may preempt their successor and tie their hands. 

These and many other scenarios have been shared by our participants who have seen how 
a transition can go off the rails. Their core goal is to make sure their organization survives 
and the oft-posed question is, “what is the best way to achieve this?” A related question has 
often been, “when is the right time to start preparing for your exit? A year in advance? Three 
years?” Often what emerges from the answers is less a focus on a timetable, and more a focus 
on the organization’s readiness. 

In Symposium Principal Moderator Chris Stone’s view, from your first day as an organizational 
leader, you should be working to assure your organization’s ability to replace you at very little 
notice. Preparation includes hiring and keeping a team of skilled people who can be trusted to 
work effectively without micromanagement; a board that understands the organization and 
knows what it would need to do in the short and then the long run if you suddenly disappear 
and establishing practices and documentation that make the organization and its workings 
visible and understandable to those outside it. That way, donors can place their confidence in 
the organization, rather than relying primarily on their relationship with the director. 

But the ability to ensure operational consistency is only one version of a healthy transition. 
A different concern raised by participants is that a leadership transition is often seen too 
narrowly as merely a change of personnel. Yet it could be so much more. A transition can 
be an opportunity to take stock, to celebrate what has been achieved, and open up to a 
conversation about new directions. A board and a staff leadership team who know and trust 
each other can provide the consistency and stability needed for a change of director that 
invites and makes use of creativity and imagination. Conversely, if the departing leader has 
not invested authority and bonds of mutual trust in those left behind, the transition may 
stall, leading to recriminations on all sides. What we hear from our participants is that in 
human rights fields around the world, leadership transitions are a work in progress and we 
believe this is an area where organizations and movements could be significantly stronger. 
These and other points are amplified by Ignacio Saiz in a valuable blog post on our website, 
Transition take-aways – five tips on how to leave well.4

4 • Restoring a faltering internal culture 

A third, regularly surfacing topic from our conversations is organizational culture. It is no 
secret that the non-profit sector has, over the past five years, seen an upsurge in internal 
strife, with recriminations between staff and management, identity-based tensions and/
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or intergenerational distrust. There is new confidence about challenging poor, or heavy-
handed management or behavior that is at odds with an organization’s stated values. 

For human rights organizations, these divisions cause pain on all sides. Internally, accusations 
that a leadership has fallen short in this sphere is taken as a sign that they have feet of clay, 
that they are not committed to the justice and rights they purport to defend. Externally, 
reputational risk for the organization is high, given a very public commitment to defending 
rights. Hostile governments are quick to seize on such criticisms as evidence that their 
critics are no better than they are. Painstaking efforts to understand contested events and 
competing explanations exhaust and distress all parties, yet may not achieve the hoped-for 
restitution, or rebuild trust. It is terrain that is easy to enter while distracted and inattentive 
to warning signs, but very hard to leave.

It is sometimes observed that these are problems more frequently found in US and European 
organizations and this may be true, or it may rather be that they get more attention than 
such tensions in other parts of the world, particularly given the intense and inflammatory 
nature of identity-based fissures in the metropole or the Global North (whatever your 
nomenclature of choice). Listening to our participants, my sense is that wherever they are 
in the world, they are experiencing sharper tensions in their organizations and that, as the 
world shrinks thanks to ever closer digital integration, the issues arising in New York are 
also arising in Bangkok, in Buenos Aires, in Lagos – perhaps not in exactly the same way, 
but close enough to be mutually recognizable.

Our participants are all organizational or movement leaders, so one aspect we frequently 
discuss is their experience of responsibility for trying to resolve deep division and polarization 
in their organizations. Their comments show that carrying responsibility for restoring a 
healthy culture is hard enough, doing so as members of minorities or as victims of exclusion 
themselves, in the face of expectations that are not informed by their experience, is even 
harder. Whether they are leading-while-women, while queer, while young, while members 
of a minority, they experience harsher critique and judgement when their organizations 
are divided. One young woman in an Asian country spoke about succeeding an older man 
as director. The age and gender prejudice and common assumption that she would do 
a poor job became a chronic thorn in the side of her internal management and colored 
assumptions by partners, donors and government. 

5 • So what have we heard about solutions? 

To judge from what our participants say, drivers of tension and sources of division are 
frequently more varied than often assumed, and may operate simultaneously, making it 
necessary to tease out distinctive causes and address them. While there are no quick fixes 
and no guaranteed formulas for building a resilient culture of respect in an organization, a 
couple of reflections seem regularly to emerge. 
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One is that while expressions of anger around identity and difference may be the leading 
edge of staff unhappiness, these may be rooted in, or aggravated by, poor management and 
weak support for overstretched team members. A leader who takes the trouble to observe 
the practice of the managers below them, to ensure they are adequately trained and to 
give honest feedback is investing in an organization that will be better able to handle 
conflict in the workplace. Many tensions begin with thoughtless, unfair or high-handed 
treatment by someone with management authority and these behaviors are common in 
people who have been given power over staff but do not have the skills or experience to 
manage well or whose fear of challengers make them too brittle to cope with feedback, or 
worse, causes them to probe for divisions to exploit. 

Furthermore, even well-managed staff in human rights organizations will at times struggle 
and they need managers to show curiosity about their working experience and to do what 
is in their power to help. We have heard from participants about the difference it made to 
team health when they proactively took steps to acknowledge secondary trauma and burn-
out and arranged access to regular counseling. 

A second broad theme that has repeatedly surfaced is that organizational leaders need to be 
self-aware and to overcome the desire to avoid conflict and distress. Building a culture of 
respect in organizations requires a leader to be fully present for their teams. They may be 
busy, worried about funding shortfalls, fearful themselves or traumatized by the work or 
simply frustrated at what they see as navel-gazing by their staff, but it is they who set the 
tone. If they want a team that can work through disappointment and disagreement and 
come out the other side, as leaders they need to lean in and model that.

Participants have told us of the discomfort but ultimately the great value of sitting 
with staff who are disappointed with an aspect of their leadership and of hearing tough 
feedback. It is difficult for a leader to succeed without undertaking self-reflection on 
their role, their power and – importantly – what makes them afraid. One who seeks to 
advance rights and justice needs, as Audre Lorde puts it, to “reach down into that deep 
place of knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any difference 
that lives there. See whose face it wears.”5 The ability to shepherd a team towards 
greater health and a culture of respect and trust requires a leader to model courage, 
honesty and openness. Doing the necessary introspection and gaining insight into what 
is driving your practice is key, not simply making a pro forma “acknowledgement” of 
your privilege and moving on. 

6 • Donor impact on organizational health

In my caveat at the start, I acknowledged that it is not always clear where an organization’s 
health ends and the sector’s health begins. Nowhere is the boundary more fuzzy than where 
the relationship with donors is concerned. 
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Organizations do not and cannot control what donors do. Clearly, donors are a key part of 
the ecosystem in which an organization must operate, but grantees are responsible for their 
own health. Our participants would doubtless agree, but they are frank that navigating their 
relationship with donors is tough and that this affects the internal lives of their organizations. 
They routinely comment that donor preferences and strategy have undue impact, on both 
practical obligations like planning, staff assignment and other managerial choices, as well 
as on morale, anxiety about whether funding will continue, high stress when replacement 
funds have to be found, and so on.

While leaders are grateful to have financial support, they express anguish – the word is 
not too strong – about the challenge of managing donors’ mercurial reversals on past 
commitments, self-referential behaviors, their frequent lack of humility or worse, a lack 
of sufficient curiosity. 

Inside the moderators’ team, we have argued about how to weigh the impact of donor 
practice as a factor in organizational culture. Clearly the health of organizations is impacted 
and even harmed when donors behave badly. But grantees so far, unsurprisingly, have not 
been keen to call out bad behavior, given the risk of alienating the source of their funding 
and while this remains the case, little is likely to change. 

There is no space here to elaborate on arguments about how donors might better support 
healthy organizational culture through their policies and actions, but good published 
research and guidance exists6 about what works. Rather than framing the question around 
practice, it might be more useful to think in terms of power – how donors use theirs and 
what kinds of power grantees can gather and deploy to negotiate a less fraught relationship. 

7 • In conclusion

The reflections captured throughout this article are a snapshot of contemporary conversations 
– a selection of issues that the human rights leaders we convene are sharing with each other. 
They point to places where there are opportunities for repair, where organizations can be 
made stronger and more stable in a tough environment and I have shared some of the 
approaches and strategies we have discussed. 

Some from whom I sought feedback told me the account above is a pessimistic assessment of 
the current state of organizational health. I take a different view. You cannot solve a problem 
if it is not acknowledged. Hearing colleagues in the Symposium discuss these problems 
proactively and openly gives me confidence rather than concern. The courage to face internal 
dissent and to try and understand what is not working well and why, can only be positive. 
The more conservative voices in our field may complain that investing time and resources in 
organizational health is a self-indulgent diversion, a distraction from the important business 
of defending rights. It seems clear, however, amid the distressing organizational upheavals of 
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recent years, that this view is rooted in wishful thinking. There is no reasonable alternative 
to embracing opportunities to strengthen organizations and movements that defend and 
advance rights. Our conversations in the Symposium suggest leaders are ready and even keen 
to do the work required to achieve healthier – and therefore more effective – organizations.

Looking beyond a focus on organizational health, as I noted at the very start of this article, 
the headwinds currently buffeting the human rights field are worsening, and fortifying your 
organization, while vital, is far from sufficient. Our field is fragmented. It is beyond the 
scope of this article to elaborate on the critical need for an invigorated and more muscular 
solidarity in the human rights field, but in our view, the power that can be built through 
solidarity not only improves outcomes against oppressors and rights abusers but also 
strengthens organizations and improves their resilience. We believe that working to build 
both strength and solidarity is vital for surviving the storm.
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ABSTRACT

The advocacy work carried out by human rights organizations, mainly in Latin America, 
was and is constantly being challenged by an external context of global crisis related to the 
Covid pandemic and its impacts that still affect us, but also and very importantly, by internal 
situations related to organizational structure, capacity and health. In this brief institutional 
reflection from Conectas, we share the challenges, the lessons learned and, most importantly, 
the concrete actions that have been implemented in recent years within the organization to 
strengthen it institutionally and ensure the safety and well-being of the people who are part 
of the team. To this end, it was and still is necessary to assume the mistakes along the way, 
recognize the priority of care and health of the team and finally evaluate the implications of 
this process in relations with both partners and funders.

THERE IS GOOD NEWS 
FOR INSTITUTIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT

Muriel Asseraf
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Had this article been written a few years ago, it might have painted a grimmer picture. 
Events and trends in the NGO world in particular, and in the world in general, have 
precipitated some changes in the way NGOs – and their funders – consider institutional 
development issues. For the better! 

What I hope to share in this essay are not research-based data and findings. Rather, they are 
some thoughts and observations based on my experience as an institutional development 
consultant for various NGOs in São Paulo, Brazil, and more specifically as an institutional 
development coordinator (from 2012 to 2015) and officer (since 2020) for Conectas 
Human Rights, a human rights organization based in São Paulo. 

Over the past few years, I have witnessed a subtle, yet profound, change in the way 
organizations look at and deal with institutional development issues, especially those related 
to people management and organizational climate. Profound because I believe (I hope) that 
the changes described in this paper are irreversible and will continue to be felt in the long run. 
Subtle because they may appear small in the eyes of outsiders, but they are, in fact, shaking 
the very power structures (internal and external) that have for so long prevailed in the NGO 
world. I believe (and hope) that these changes are ushering in a new way of looking at people 
management, career development, work models and organizational culture. These models are 
based on the organization’s values and the collective and individual profiles of its members, 
rather than on existing models inspired, more often than not, from the corporate world. 

At Conectas, this change was driven and shaped by a strong desire from the leadership 
of the organization - especially its Executive Director Juana Kweitel, Associate Directors 
Camila Asano and Marcos Fuchs, but also from its coordination team – to be a better 
organization, to do things differently. They realized that people come first, that care and 
well-being are paramount, and they acted on it. 

I do not, by any means, wish to suggest that we have reached the end of the journey. 
That we have found a solution to all management and organizational culture problems 
in the non-profit sector. If anything, we may have just found our way to the beginning 
of the road. We are uncovering issues that are important and relevant to our work and to 
our sustainability: we have learned that our institutions are impregnated by the structural 
racism we try to combat; we have been forced to admit that some of our colleagues are also 
overworked and underpaid; we have had to face the fact that the values that we stand for 
are not always what guide our internal processes. And as painful as it may be, identifying 
the problem is a first step towards solving it. 

I will not do a social and historical analysis of the elements that have paved the way for 
this transformation. Others will do it better and more accurately. As ably outlined in an 
article in The Intercept,1 questions of abuse, inequalities among staff members, lack of 
transparency in wage policies, internal conflict, burn out, cancel culture, race and gender 
discrimination are issues that have plagued advocacy organizations for years and that 
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possibly have been exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. These issues are now being 
discussed and tackled by most organizations. 

Indeed, for the longest time, as would or should be expected, NGOs focused their attention 
and resources on the impact they can have in the world: their impact on people’s lives; their 
ability to affect change; their power to educate, influence and mobilize. And often, though 
not always, it seemed like focusing on internal matters – staff well-being, development, 
remuneration and career plans and institutional policies and processes – was a distraction 
from the organization’s core mission, a waste of precious time and scarce resources.  

For a long time as well, the form of funding – project-based, short-term, with a strong 
emphasis on “final beneficiaries” – encouraged this kind of thinking: anything that did not 
directly impact target populations or final objectives was difficult to include in a budget.

But things started to change, slowly and surely. Some of these changes were provoked by 
the brutal recognition that our institutions are not immune to the very ills we are trying 
to fight. At Conectas, we received a few racism complaints and entered a deep process of 
uncovering our unconscious biases. Committed to greater racial diversity at all levels in the 
organization, we reformed our selection processes and looked at our career development 
opportunities, among others. All institutional aspects of the organization are now engaged 
in the fight against racism.2

Over the past few years, in a context of great political adversity, we also had to recognize 
that some of our team members suffered from depression and anxiety and that maybe their 
identity as NGO workers and human rights activists had something to do with it. 

As an institutional development professional, I often feel like I am lacking a roadmap to 
some of the problems I am presented with: how can small or medium-size organizations 
like Conectas create space for all team members to grow and develop their careers? 
What are the right mechanisms or processes that can help prevent acts of racism or 
discrimination? What is the right platform that can enable denunciations and swift 
resolution? How do organizations ensure the security of their teams without being 
constrained in our work? And the list goes on. 
 
One of the main realizations of the past few years is that organizations have nothing if they 
do not have a committed group of people invested and dedicated to their mission. So, the 
physical and mental well-being of staff is of absolute, critical importance for an organization 
like Conectas. Human rights organizations are filled with professionals who believe that a 
better, more just society is possible. They also happen to be highly qualified and competent 
people, who are aware of the challenges and obstacles that they face. In Brazil, between 
an anti-democratic government and the Covid pandemic, the past few years have been 
particularly challenging. As an institution, recognizing that we work in complex and 
stressful environments on issues that can, at times, seem daunting, showing that you care 
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about collective but also about individual well-being and striving to create a culture in 
which we can share our doubts and concerns or celebrate our victories seemed important.  

At Conectas, we elected the “culture of care” as a new institutional principle in 2021.3 
Behind this choice was a deliberate decision made by all of us, to put it simply, to treat each 
other kindly in the context of a global pandemic that brought angst and sadness to all in 
particular ways. From then on, we had to treat each other with kindness in the midst of a 
distressing and sad context of a pandemic that each of us experienced differently. 

•	 Curate our work environment and culture: like everywhere else, the Covid 
pandemic deeply impacted the way we work. We now spend quite a lot of time thinking 
about how to work better together, how to be more efficient, more constructive, but 
also, how to respect everyone’s constraints and space better. For example, at Conectas, 
we banned the use of WhatsApp and started using Slack as our virtual office to 
centralize work demands in one space. We made every first Friday of every month a day 
off. We established a working group to figure out the best hybrid work model for the 
organization, one that would preserve the positive aspects of working from home, while 
integrating time at the office. 

•	 Open channels of communication and dialogue: we also established moments and 
spaces - working groups, team or general meetings, one-on-one conversations, online 
surveys - with specific dynamics, sometimes with the help of external consultants, 
which were meant to help us share our thoughts or our concerns, communicate better, 
be more transparent and ultimately bring us closer together.

Opening these channels of communication to better understand what are the most 
pressing issues on the organization’s mind does not mean that we knew then, or that 
we know now, how to respond to them. Indeed, as I mentioned before, the power 
structures, racism or discrimination issues that exist in the outside world do exist in our 
organizations. We recognize they exist and are committed to fighting them, but we also 
know that changing these structural problems will take time. 

•	 Policies matter! We formalized some of the beliefs that bring us together. We 
developed a code of conduct that outlines how we collectively and individually should 
deal with ethical issues, especially racism. We also developed a safeguarding policy to 
help us better express how we ought to behave with people in situations of vulnerability. 
Naturally, for these documents to become alive, they need to be constantly updated and 
referred to and become an integral part of our daily work, something that is not always 
easily done considering the competing priorities.  

•	 The security of our team members is essential and by security we do mean 
processes, policies and rules. Over the past couple of years, and thanks to the critical 
help of some of our funders, we have undergone a comprehensive risk assessment 
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process, bolstered our security policies and held various training sessions on different 
aspects of security management. Security is now an issue we discuss routinely, in staff 
meetings, before certain trips or missions, and with partners and funders. 

•	 A commitment to our work model: At Conectas, we have created a working group 
to help come up with a new, hybrid working model.  We have conducted surveys to ask 
people about their preferences and tried to maintain the positive aspects of the remote 
work imposed by the pandemic and include them in the current organization. We have 
changed the model a number of times already, based on the health context, and we are 
committed to evaluating and adapting it as many times as the group will deem necessary. 

•	 Bringing the Board closer to the team: as the ultimate governance body, the board 
is often called on when important ethical or strategic issues arise or to ensure smooth 
leadership transitions. As such, it is important that most board members have an accurate 
and real-life understanding of the organization, something that is hard to convey through 
formal meetings. Mechanisms can and should be created to make sure that the board has 
opportunities to interact with staff beyond the leadership of the organization. 

•	 What do funders have to do with it? The ability to use funding in a more flexible 
way is important for these types of efforts to be possible. At Conectas, over time, we 
have been able to shift from mostly project-based funding to a decent balance between 
institutional funding and project funding. In this regard, the Covid pandemic has 
accelerated the process, as a lot of our funders have given us greater flexibility to spend 
our funds during that time. We have also seen growing interest from some of our 
funders on well-being issues. For example, Laudes Foundation supported a holistic and 
comprehensive process to improve our security protocols and Luminate Foundation 
invited us to participate in their Potencia program. We have been invited to take part in 
group discussions and training sessions aimed at bringing together NGOs of a similar 
size and scope to discuss people’s well-being, management, resilience and mental health 
issues in our context. 

•	 Sharing is part of the learning process: Conectas, as its name indicates, believes 
deeply in the critical importance of partnership. For this reason, we also make a 
deliberate effort to share our experience with partner organizations and learn from 
them, to systematize our learnings so that they can be used as “public goods” by others 
in the field. This essay is one such effort. It is also our hope that the experience of 
organizations from the Global South like Conectas can be taken into consideration and 
help forge new institutional development practices in the NGO world.  

For more sustainable work environments 

The institutional development area should contribute to a meaningful and stimulating work 
environment. At times, some of the steps described above do require a specific investment, 
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but sometimes, change is possible with mere time and goodwill. A Google form will do the 
trick if you are hoping to understand how the team is doing. Creating transversal working 
groups can help bring people together on issues relevant to the entire organization and not 
only to their specific area or programme. 

Over the course of the past few years, I have heard from many of my colleagues words 
of gratitude for Conectas’ efforts to demonstrate “attention, care, and openness with the 
team,” for “creating space for real, open-hearted exchanges,” for “always paying attention to 
people’s well-being.” We know we still have a long way to go, but these words comfort us in 
knowing we are in the right direction. 

It is my hope that organizations like Conectas can help pave the way for improved institutional 
development practices. As we navigate increasingly adverse and rapidly changing contexts, I 
trust that we will be able, collectively and individually, to uphold what we hold most dear: 
the belief that a better world is possible, the ability to change, adapt, and learn from our 
mistakes; the capacity to listen to each other even and mostly when we disagree and the 
ability to build work environments that are a reflection of our ideals. 

Regardless of the size or scope of the organization, I truly believe that tackling these issues 
internally and externally – with partner organizations and with funders – is an ethical 
imperative. We know these are not easy conversations, and they require time and dedication 
at the very least. But not having these conversations is even riskier. Building a better world 
starts at home, and we owe it to ourselves and to the institutions we are building and we 
believe in to improve our institutional practices and pave the way for better, healthier and 
more sustainable work environments.
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“THE HUMAN RIGHTS MOVEMENT
NEEDS TO LEARN FROM ITS PEERS”

•   Interview with Carlos Quesada   •

By Sur Journal

Thinking about the future is not an easy task for the human rights movement. However, it 
is not a new or innovative matter: for many organizations, this issue has been on the table 
year after year. Obviously, the pandemic and “post-pandemic” context raises very concrete 
concerns about survival and relevance, especially when working in Latin America. How did, 
and still do, human rights organizations deal with the recent challenges? How have the last 
few years affected their work agenda and redefined their internal dynamics in a context of 
great uncertainty about the present and the future? These are questions we will attempt to 
answer in this edition of Sur.

In an interview with Sur Journal, Carlos Quesada, Executive Director of Race and Equality, 
a civil society organization that works internationally, talks about the institutional lessons 
learned from the pandemic, the importance of self-care and strengthening organizational 
capacity and the challenges of intersectionality and financing, among other issues. He also 
shares regional advocacy strategies and practices currently being implemented that are part 
of the exercise of collectively imagining and building possible futures.
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Sur Journal • Tell us a little about the organization Race and Equality. What is it about and 
what does it do? 

Carlos Quesada • We are an institutional capacity-building organization. Basically, we work 
to strengthen civil society organizations in Latin America, mainly in the countries where we 
work, in order to achieve two fundamental objectives: for one, so that they can use the Inter-
American and international human rights systems. Our organization works “backstage”. We 
do not speak on the behalf of the organizations; instead, we empower them to use certain tools 
so they can access the systems. For example, in the case of CERD and the UPRs, we help civil 
society organizations elaborate and send in their shadow reports. Then, we initiate advocacy 
work so that the organization itself does the advocacy work. We do not give training only on 
the systems and how to use them, but also on how to do effective advocacy work. We train 
organizations to prepare reports – we call them reports for human rights advocacy.1 So, we are 
not in the forefront of anything; we always support and give voice to organizations. We are 
like a ghost organization. But why is it important to empower organizations? Organizations 
need to know what to do and what happens with what they are doing. Over the years, we 
have built close ties with rapporteurs of both the Inter-American and the universal systems, 
and we exert pressure so that the organizations can use the system. However, we also engage 
directly in strategic litigation when organizations are unable to do so. For example, we have 
brought before the Inter-American system cases of journalists in Nicaragua, cases of violations 
of freedom of expression because the victims are not an organization; they are individuals. In 
these cases, our work is to engage in strategic litigation directly and also, in the case of Cuba, 
the Dominican Republic and certain cases in Colombia, when we identify victims who do not 
have the support of other organizations. But in general, ideally, we are an institutional capacity-
building organization that strengthens other organizations’ capacity to use the systems.

Sur • How old is the organization?  

C.Q. • I founded the organization in 2014, but before that, I used to work for an organization 
called Global Rights: Partners for Justice in the United States. In a way, I transferred what 
we had already been doing there to this organization and so, I can say that I have worked 
with Criola,2 Geledés3 and other organizations for many years, always doing the same kind 
of thing: working behind the scenes, so to speak, with the organizations themselves taking 
the lead. In the case of Colombia, we worked with Afrodes4 when it was what people in 
Colombia call a “first generation” organization, as they literally were the victims. Now, we 
are very happy to see organizations such as Afrodes and others in Colombia get as far as they 
have. This involves institutional capacity. Geledés, for example, now files complaints with 
the Inter-American system on their own. When people don’t need us any more, it means we 
did something right. That is a bit of the philosophy behind institutional capacity-building. 

Sur • What structural challenges did the pandemic and the situation afterward raise for the 
organization? How did this affect its institutional policies? What kind of measures did you 
have to put into place and what lessons did this bring?
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C.Q. • I would like to look at the positive side. In relation to opportunities, it was [about 
learning] to adapt to what was coming up fast. I remember that we had planned a face-to-
face workshop in May 2020 with Víctor Madrigal, the UN Independent Expert on sexual 
orientation and gender identity. My LGBT team and I closed the office in the third week of 
March and we immediately thought, “What are we going to do?” We already used tools such 
as Zoom and Skype because as an international organization, we have 65 people around the 
world, an office in Bogotá and Rio de Janeiro and partners, a small office in Geneva and 
consultants spread out in other locations. So, working online was not something new. The 
challenge was to adapt the workshops to hold them online. How do we make sure people 
do not get bored and tired? We learned a lot from the workshop with Victor. What we did 
was adapt ourselves to virtuality. We started paying for the webinars; they are free up to 
a certain point, but then you have to pay and then, there were other options. The 3-day 
workshops could no longer be held in three days. We had to reduce them to 3 sessions held 
in 3 different weeks. This meant we had to start mobilizing early. 

The major challenge that we faced at the internal or institutional level had to do with how 
we were feeling as individuals inside the organization. I live in Washington DC and there 
were three months where it was almost like if we stuck our nose outside, they would arrest 
us in the street. Washington is very close to New York and Covid-19 hit New York really 
hard. So, of course, these were big challenges for the staff in DC – there was great concern 
about what was going to happen, and then, at the international level. Obviously, in the 
second month, I contacted our donors and told them, “Well, we need to know if you are 
going to continue funding us. We have to readjust the budget because right now, I need 
to guarantee the staff that they are going to continue working.” The donors’ response was 
actually quite positive. They told us, “you need to prioritize your staff ”.

Another thing we did was to hold group sessions. Now, it seems like everyone talks 
about it, but at the time, many people (especially in Latin America) did not like 
to talk about psychologists. So, we hired psychologists for these online sessions. 
Suddenly, we would be in a Zoom meeting and a colleague would appear on screen 
with three small children running around all over the place, and she’d feel bad, as 
if she was not giving it her best – misconceptions about what others think; “they’ll 
think I’m not working”, etc. So, in June 2020, we managed to hold internal training 
processes, which were not mandatory. Every month and a half, we would have a 
session with a group psychologist so we could say how we were feeling. Important 
things to mention here are: first, stability: we were fortunate because many other 
donors did not do the same. And I refer to our donors, private and public – they 
all adapted. And the other thing I like to see as an opportunity is that we realized 
that we had managed to do everything we wanted and there was money left over. We 
had to request what is called “no cost extensions” to be able to use the funds for 
something else. This was very positive in the midst of this process, but I know that 
other organizations, especially in Latin America, did not have the same luck. Even in 
the United States, many NGOs closed their doors or reduced their staff.
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About the lessons learned: virtuality. In the end, we were fed up with working online, but 
the truth is – and it is important to say this – online work will continue to be used as a 
complementary instrument or tool. It brought us closer – not only the institution, but 
myself and the partners – because we carried out an entire process mediated by online 
technologies. This allowed us to ask our partners how they were. Since people in the United 
States were vaccinated much earlier, we brought staff from Latin America to get vaccinated in 
the United States when the vaccine was not yet available in their countries. When colleagues 
from Colombia and Brazil arrived in Miami to get vaccinated, we took advantage of this 
opportunity to hold face-to-face meetings. Another important thing is that we hired people 
online. We thus discovered that seeing people face-to-face is not essential for something to 
work. I think that’s important.

Sur • One of the organization’s recent publications is on self-care.5 This was an issue that 
organizations had already been discussing even before the pandemic. How did the pandemic 
give new importance and meaning to self-care?

C.Q. • In the United States, there is a culture of working more than 8 hours a day; it is 
considered normal to work 10 to 12 hours a day. And as human rights defenders, we believe 
that we have to work long days. I think the pandemic left us with that – well, that you don’t 
have to work 12 hours to do what can supposedly be done in 8 hours or less. Secondly, 
something that can be applied to all areas of work, not only human rights, is the need to see 
each other not just as co-workers, but as human beings with needs and frustrations.

When we put out this material on self-care, it was interesting because in one of the group 
sessions with the psychologist, I asked a colleague, “how are you?”, and it was as though I had 
scolded her. She started to cry and cry, but I had only asked her how she was. That is when 
we realized, while talking to the psychologist, that many people obviously feel pressured. 
And the message was clear: to care for others, we need to take good care of ourselves. 
We had already been working on this in 3 very difficult countries: Cuba, Nicaragua and 
Colombia. This was having strong psychological effects on our colleagues, people from 
civil society organizations in these 3 countries. Situations of violence affect you as a human 
rights defender, but also as a human, and it was like that even before the pandemic. So, 
there were already things that we knew we had to protect ourselves from.

We then implemented something called “pandemic day” in the whole organization. 
All one had to do was let people know that “tomorrow, I am taking a pandemic day”, 
which was a day to do whatever. You can do whatever you want. You only have to let us 
know that you will not be available because you’re going to take a pandemic day, and 
it’s all good. And there were several times when someone would say, “maybe that person 
isn’t working because they are taking a pandemic day.” So, we already knew that it was 
someone who was taking care of themselves, dealing with their process. Honestly, in 
recent months, no one has asked for a pandemic day, but we haven’t eliminated them. 
They are there for anybody who wants them.
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We work on very difficult issues. Working with human rights is not easy. What is more, 
we carry the weight of our own personal issues as well: relationships, home, family, etc. I 
always tell them that if they want a personal day off, they should just let their supervisor 
know. We also offer psychologists on an individual basis: we offer to pay for intensive 
psychological support for up to three months. Many have accepted this psychosocial 
support. As for self-care, feminist organizations had already been working on all the 
sexual and work harassment that women defenders suffer in human rights organizations 
– in other words, this was not a new issue either. The reasons are different, but one has to 
take care of oneself. Period. We have to care for ourselves.

We also pressure people to take their days off or their holidays. In these cases, we use the 
argument on self-care. This has helped improve internal communication and led to much 
more horizontal relations (I don’t know if this has been the case in other organizations).

Sur • The racial issue is – or at least in Brazil it is – a big challenge in terms of self-
care, institutional policies and mobility within organizations. Tell us about the role of race 
(which seems central) in your work.

C.Q. • Race as such, or racism, is not the sole focus. It is one of the three main issues we 
work on, which are gender, race and sexual orientation/gender identity. Therefore, for us, 
intersectionality is fundamental. The issue of race is very important because it is something 
we have been working on since Global Rights. For example, as civil society, we fought to get 
the Inter-American Convention against Racism and/or Racial Discrimination and Related 
Forms of Intolerance and the other convention, the Inter-American Convention against 
All Form of Discrimination and Intolerance, approved. They started as one, but then, they 
had to be separated because of the English-speaking Caribbean countries.6 The convention 
is my baby. I began working on the convention in 1998 as part of the preparations for the 
Santiago Conference in the lead-up to Durban, where we managed to get the states to ask 
the OAS whether or not it was necessary to have an Inter-American convention against 
racism. Civil society’s view was, “Why is there no Inter-American convention against 
racism? There is an international convention, but it is not the same. We want an Inter-
American convention”. Back then, in 1998, led by the Brazilian mission and Brazilian 
civil society, we asked the OAS, in the framework of the Santiago action plan,7 about the 
need to create a convention, and that is where the convention began. We put all our bets 
on that convention. The Afro-Brazilian movement was key for this because as a strategy, 
while lobbying Brazil, we demanded that a Rapporteurship on Afro-descendent peoples 
be created in the Inter-American Commission. At the time, Silvio José Albuquerque Silva, 
who was a member of the CERD and is now the Brazilian ambassador to Kenya, played a 
key role in the process. I am mentioning all this because I define myself as an Afro-Latino 
gay man, and this new instrument was super important. Then, we had to convince Costa 
Rica and Uruguay to ratify it because it needed to be ratified by two countries in order to 
come into effect. It took a lot of work and our strategy was impressive. And one thing that 
is intrinsic to the entire convention is the issue of intersectionality. A black, lesbian women 
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living with a disability in a favela is not the same as a black woman with a PhD in Brazil, 
who also suffers from discrimination. We are not saying who suffers less. But when you are 
in certain conditions, your rights are violated more. So, our organization was created with 
this intention: race, equality and human rights.

Even though it is a very important matter, in other countries, we work on other issues. In 
Nicaragua, we work on civil and political rights, in addition to racial issues. In Colombia, 
we work on civil and politic rights too; the same in Cuba. But in other countries, we work 
hard on racial issues.

It is also important to say that we included ‘race’ in the organization’s name on purpose 
– not as a biological, but rather a sociological concept. That is why for me, the issue of 
intersectionality is very important. Obviously, not all people enjoy the same rights equally.

Sur • Tell us more about the structural challenges that the human rights movement in the 
region faces. 

C.Q. • I think that the compartmentalization of rights prevents us from recognizing 
other rights. This happens to the feminist movement with the trans movement, the black 
women’s movement to the indigenous women’s movement, and in other cases. We cannot 
continue compartmentalizing rights. I believe that this is a big challenge for the human 
rights movement, since its compartmentalization has hindered the full recognition of rights 
– and often, even collaboration with peers. During the pandemic, I saw human rights 
organizations that helped some organizations, but not others – and often deliberately.

This is a major challenge, which is why we created RegionaR [Regional Forum on Human 
Rights]. The idea is: let’s stop talking about individual concerns and talk about collective 
challenges, the opportunities we have and the strategies we can build together. Because if there 
is anyone who clearly knows what they want, it’s the anti-rights people. It is all very clear for 
them and they can sum it up in one paragraph. An anti-rights person in Peru, Mexico or any 
other country can tell you in one sentence what “gender ideology” is. But if you talk to the 
traditional rights movement in Latin America, we do not have a clear language for contesting 
the anti-rights groups, nor to use among ourselves. Therefore, it is difficult to go beyond 
the labels – “I work on this, on that” – to come together and be able to say that a structural 
problem our organizations face is the sustainability of the movement, access to resources. 
Since it is a challenge for the entire human rights movement, then let’s get together to discuss 
this to try to come up with joint strategies for delivering the same message to donors. We all 
get along great until a call for funding comes out and we start fighting over funds. And the 
donor’s part in this also seems quite perverse. It is important for donors to understand that 
sustainability is a challenge and it could end up weakening the human rights system. 

Another challenge, related to sustainability, has to do with independence because when you 
apply for something, usually it has already been pre-defined. There is a disconnect between 
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what donors want and reality, and we, in the middle, have to adapt the reality we face to the 
donors’ agenda. I tell donors this. Some listen, others simply tell us, “sorry. It has already 
been decided”! I think it is important that they hear this from other organizations, not just 
one. Because if they hear it from Carlos Quesada from Race and Equality, that’s one thing, 
but if they also hear it from Camila Asano from Conectas, or they hear it from Rodnei 
Jericó from Geledés and others, it shows that the movement is concerned.

That is the idea of RegionaR – to enable us to raise our common concerns with donors, 
but also with the Inter-American Commission and the universal system. Because another 
thing here in Latin America is that we have idolized the international and Inter-American 
system. But that’s not right! We have to criticize them when necessary. We are becoming 
complacent despite the fact that there are still many challenges. I argue that if we do not 
organize around a common language based on respect and coherence among human rights 
organizations, the future of human rights is at stake.

Sur • How do we strengthen solidarity transnationally to address the important issues that 
you have mentioned? Is RegionaR a strategy to move forward on this, to build stronger ties 
that do not yet exist?

C.Q. • Yes, indeed, when we started working on RegionaR, we held a process of listening 
to a lot of people who had the same concerns: “Here, we are becoming divided, we 
are killing each other over resources and the donors don’t understand us”. One very 
important aspect that we want to give visibility to through RegionaR is that we have 
to learn from one another. The human rights movement has to learn from its peers. 
I will never forget the time when during the steering committee’s first meeting, with 
14 organizations attending, we began talking about human rights in general and the 
organization Abya-Yala said, “wait. Everything you are saying sounds wonderful but 
that is not how we see the world and that is not how we see human rights”. It was 
like a slap in the face. It was a wake-up call for all of us: we need to learn from each 
other. The feminist movement needs to learn from the Black movement; the LGBT 
movement from the children’s rights movement; the indigenous movement from other 
movements; we have to learn from the indigenous movement. That was, I believe, the 
structure that managed to coalesce in RegionaR: we have to learn from each other before 
we build something together. And we went through a whole process in the two years in 
the lead up to the conference,8 where plans were made and many people participated. 
The organizations themselves had to invite other organizations so it wasn’t just a group 
of friends getting together. Back then, I didn’t know even 10% of the organizations 
that came. Everyone wanted to learn from everyone else. This was an important lesson: 
we, from the human rights movement, can reach out to one another and learn from 
each other in order to create. I think that we need more of these moments in the Latin 
American movement – times when we stop focusing on specificities to see the things 
that unite us in our struggles and based on these struggles, we help each other. We need 
more spaces where we do not compete among ourselves. This is where we are going 
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with RegionaR, which is only beginning. The idea is to continue growing, to continue 
developing this philosophy. So, for example, we do not talk about race, gender or 
sexual identity; we talk about our common problems, how donors see us, how to have 
more horizontal conversations with donors, those kinds of things. How to learn from 
the movements, recognize differences, respect them and, when possible, learn from 
them. RegionaR was a very valuable experience. I don’t know where it is heading, but I 
believe that it was a good start and it went well.

I want to end with this: the world is evolving and so, the human rights movement in Latin 
America has to evolve too. We are constantly evolving, but we don’t truly understand this, 
nor do donors, but our movement is evolving.

Interview conducted by Maryuri Mora Grisales on December 2022.
Original in Spanish. Translated by Karen Lang.

•  •  • 

Carlos Quesada. 
Personal archive photo.
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“ALL OF US HAVE A ROLE 
TO PLAY AND HAVE TO 
DEFEND EACH OTHER”

Firuzeh Mahmoudi 

•   By Renata Bahrampour1   •

Firuzeh Mahmoudi is a woman of Iranian origin, born in the United States. When she 
was a child she went to live in Iran with her mother and her sister. Her first contact 
with activism was at the time of the 1979 Islamic Revolution. She describes this as “a 
very formative” experience in her life. “My mother was a political activist at that time. 
I used to go to protests even though I was very young. I experienced the revolution and 
didn’t go to school for months [because they were shut down in the entire country]. I 
saw history unfold”, she says.

Some years later, because of the Iran-Iraq War (1980 - 1988) and the economic 
instability her country was facing, her father took Firuzeh and her sister back to the 
United States. Even so, the time that she lived in Iran was enough for her to gain a 
perception of a life based on activism. 

Her involvement in promoting human rights began with environmental activism when she 
worked for the United Nations and several non-governmental organisations. Every now and 
then, Firuzeh would go to Iran to visit her mother, who had stayed there until 1993, and to 
meet up with colleagues who she exchanged information with. However, her activities really 
took off through a march in 2009. 

In that year, large-scale protests contesting the recent presidential elections were happening 
across Iran. Firuzeh decided to organise a day for global solidarity with the Iranian people 
on 25 July 2009, “Global Day of Action”. This day led to protests in 110 towns and 
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cities, with the participation of seven Nobel prize winners, in coordination with the Irish 
band U2 that performed on that same day. 

Following this event, Firuzeh made the transition from her work as an environment activist 
to starting United for Iran, which she describes as “a group of thirty or more former 
political prisoners, dissidents and human rights activists working to improve human rights 
conditions and civic freedom in Iran. The group supports movements from within Iran as 
directly as possible”.

For over 13 years, United for Iran has been providing technological tools to help build a 
free democratic society, with the participation of activists all over the world, from different 
geographical and ethnic origins of Iran. A third of her team lives in countries that have 
borders with Iran. They work together in a wide network of data collection.

One of these tools is the “Iran Prison Atlas”, a database on all the political prisoners in Iran, 
detailing which prison buildings they are in and providing information on who the most 
rigid judges in the country are. Firuzeh believes that transparent documentation of these cases 
makes it possible to hold people accountable for the systemic abuse carried out by the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and therefore to defend all the political prisoners identified on the platform.

“IranCubator” is a project to design applications for civic engagement which aim to 
safeguard the country’s citizens and to sustain and facilitate the efforts of civil society in 
Iran, akin to hacking the political and social system imposed in the country. 

“Gershad” is one of the most noteworthy applications. It was built to obstruct the Gasht-e 
Ershad, the morality police and is a tool that shows the location of officers on the basis of 
denouncements and information shared by the users themselves, principally women, to 
help each other to make diversions in order to avoid the security forces. 

“Gershad” would certainly have been very useful for Firuzeh when at 16 years of age she was 
detained by the Iranian morality police for five hours in the city of Kerman, her mother´s 
home town in the southeast of the country. She was held because her hair had been seen in 
public when she was rearranging her headscarf.2

This story is shared by many Iranian women, including Mahsa Amini, the young Iranian 
woman of Kurdish origin who died at 22 years of age in the custody of the same police force 
in September 2022.3 Since then, according to an estimate by the independent television 
station Iran International, over 18,000 people have been arrested in connection with 
the protests throughout Iran that followed Mahsa’s death. In addition people have been 
sentenced to death and others have already been executed.4

When asked about what this organised movement of Iranian women is, Firuzeh answers 
without hesitation, classifying this phenomenon as “unprecedented [...] not only in Iran but 
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in the region, or even globally”. The absolute leadership of the women in this process and 
the incredible level of solidarity they are receiving is also drawing attention. She explains 
that in the past, minority groups like the Kurds would have been attacked but that now 
“anyone who has been persecuted, killed, wounded or arrested has countrywide support. 
People appear in public, smiling, showing their support and love and saying that they have 
not been forgotten and that they are going to remain on the streets”. 

There is a clear message being given to Iran by the people of Iran. “I swear by the blood of 
my friends and my fellow citizens that I will stay until the end”, Firuzeh recites, echoing 
one of the chants being repeated by young people on the country’s streets. She believes 
the demands presented in the protests go beyond compulsory wearing of the hijab. This is 
about having religious freedom, freedom of expression, gender equality, bodily autonomy, 
food security, environmental protection, access to education, being able to live life as you 
wish and being part of society. “This is about really having basic rights”, she says. 

Another issue that goes hand in hand with discussions on women, politics and religion 
is the non-secular nature of the Iranian state which will inevitably have to be addressed. 
The ideology that has been in place since the 1979 Islamic Revolution has seeped into the 
private and collective lives of the population, exercising control over bodies and minds and 
oppressing over half the country and this problem directly impacts on religious minorities. 
“Obviously religious minorities in Iran are persecuted and the bahá´is are persecuted more 
than any other group”, says Firuzeh.5

Despite challenges, she says that the transition to a secular state “is not about not having a 
religion”. It is instead a question of living in a society without a theocratic government, a 
society in which people have the option to choose to demonstrate what they believe in and 
the way they want to believe in it. “I think it is not only possible but defines something of 
an awareness of the desire of the people of Iran. How did we build this state? This is a matter 
of how we make the transition to that which people want [...] and of understanding what 
they are saying on the streets.”

These desires may seem fundamental but they are the very pillars that sustain the Islamic 
Republic, or even Iranian society as a whole. So, what needs to be done for change to take 
place at the roots of society? And furthermore, how should this process occur? Firuzeh´s 
response is simple: guaranteeing that all persecuted groups, ethnic and religious minorities, 
all women and those who have in any way been targeted by the system, must be included in 
this process. She says “all of us have a role to play and have to defend each other. [...] This 
is a movement without leaders which means we are all leaders”.

Firuzeh also believes there is a very fine line between hope and despair in this situation, 
principally for those who are imprisoned. For this reason, the work of United for Iran is 
based on the belief that it is the people who are in Iran who have to take the lead. However, 
support is needed to show the effort they are making and make their voices heard, in places 
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where it is safe, which is why civic engagement apps are being developed. An additional 
objective is to make it possible for all human rights groups, outside the country, to speak 
with wide international audiences.

Firuzeh’s activism encompasses a strong 
sense of unity and oneness. She sees that 
we are all connected and that the way each 
country acts affects all countries. For her this 
means recognition that her work is not a 
mere choice but is a privilege she carries with 
her and that she has a duty to contribute for 
the betterment of the world. “Being able 
to do this every day and night as much as I 
can, is a blessing [...] Not everyone has the 
luxury of being able to do what they want, 
with purpose in their lives, do they? [...] I 
feel that we should all pull together to reach 
this dream [...]. So, I´m not doing this as 
a favour to anyone but because this is the 
world I want to live in”.
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community in Brazil. Bahrampour works on issues 

of human rights violations against Bahá’ís in Iran 

and other countries. She is also on the District 
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Firuzeh Mahmoudi. 
Source: Personal archive photo.

Original in Portuguese. Translated by Jane do Carmo. 
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“WE ARE OPENING NEW PATHS”

Miluska Luzquiños

•   The fight for the rights of trans people in Peru   •

By Sara Baptista 

Fighting is an intrinsic part of Miluska Luzquiños’ life just because of who she is. As a trans 
woman, she faces a daily battle just to exist in a conservative and patriarchal country like Peru. To 
merely survive, however, is not enough, and she turned this experience into an ongoing struggle, 
working with other trans women to clear the way to a future of opportunity and hope.

Miluska is the national coordinator of Red LacTrans (Red Latinoameicana y del Caribe 
de Personas Trans, or the Latin-American and Caribbean Network of Trans People) in 
Peru and the founder of Casa Trans Zuleymi, which offers shelter to trans women who are 
immigrants, victims of violence, or who have no place to live. Miluska says that this work 
makes her happy and explains that “The defense of human rights allows me to meet more 
comrades, go out into the world, talk, and build.”1

Miluska is someone who puts the collective before the individual. While modestly sharing 
the merits of her work, she tells Sur that it was her comrades who made her who she is today. 
“I did not do a single thing. They were always there to encourage me and I am very grateful 
to them”. Attorney and activist, Miluska sees herself as the result of the numerous trans 
women she has met along the way: “Miluska is the result of the exclusion of trans women 
from the human rights advocacy system”. She also responds to challenges as someone who 
is used to dealing with them quickly and efficiently in her daily life.

Being a pioneer was not part of her plan, and turning her private struggles into activism 
was not an obvious choice – in fact, it happened almost by chance. Miluska had never 
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considered activism as a career. When she finished law school, she thought that she would 
work at a court of justice or a notary office. One day, she was invited to a meeting of an 
LGBTQIA+ group that worked on issues related to HIV/Aids, which is when she realized 
that the limited participation of trans people led to a lack of awareness of their true needs. 
She then got involved in what she believed to be an isolated issue, but was surprised when 
she received funding and the mission to implement a countrywide project. This was how the 
Northern Peru Trans Women’s Platform was created, currently known as Transorganização 
Feminista (Feminist Transorganization), which is where she works today.

In 2016, knowing that there was a large number of immigrant trans women in Lima with 
no support, she once again found an innovative way to solve the problem. Miluska created 
Casa Trans Zuleymi to offer shelter to these people. In these spaces (there are now four units 
in different parts of the country), which she refers to as “a place of hope”, trans people who 
are immigrants, victims of violence or who have no place to live can go there to receive food, 
health counseling, and legal aid, or find a comfortable and safe place to stay. “We must 
demand our rights on a full stomach!”, the activist exclaims.

Miluska has already won recognition for her work to defend trans people’s human rights: 
she received a Franco-German Prize for Human Rights in 2019. However, in 2020, with 
the arrival of the pandemic, courage and agility were once again needed to put together 
a plan and work to meet the most urgent needs of the people she worked with. Through 
Red LacTrans, she managed to raise funds and deliver food to trans women all over the 
country. During this time, work was intense, and Miluska ended up coming down with the 
coronavirus before getting the vaccine. In addition to her direct actions, Miluska and her 
network produced a report and published a few articles about the specific situation of trans 
people in the context of the pandemic.2

One of the hardships that the network faced was that due to the lockdowns imposed by the 
pandemic, many trans women lost their regular access to drugs for the treatment of HIV, 
which affected their immunity. This led to a high number of deaths from Covid-19. When 
the vaccination effort began, trans people also had problems accessing the vaccine because 
they lacked ID cards.

Another aspect mentioned by the activist was the transition to the virtual world. She 
admits that she had neglected this means of communication until it suddenly became the 
only one that could be used, thus creating yet another obstacle. As structure for digital 
communication was still lacking, many people, particularly those in the jungle in the north 
of the country, were basically isolated and had more difficulties in accessing information 
and resources. “Covid taught us to work and coordinate as a community”, she affirmed. 

They now face another challenge: the political turmoil in Peru. Since early December 2022, 
the country has plunged into a massive crisis. Former president Pedro Castillo attempted to 
dissolve Congress and was removed from office. New general elections have been called for 
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July 2023 and protests have taken over the streets of major cities.

In a time of great instability in Peru, minority rights are threatened and the hope of 
progress is even more remote. Nowadays, in Peru, the life expectancy of a trans person is 
only 35 years.3 Furthermore, according to the Reniec (Registro Nacional de Identificación 
y Estado Civil, the Peruvian National Registry of Identification and Civil Status), 1% of 
the population of Peru is undocumented, and this percentage is higher among the trans 
population.4 The lack of ID makes it difficult for them to access rights, as in the case of the 
vaccine. Without vaccines, in addition to being more exposed to the virus, trans women 
were also prevented from accessing many places, as they did not have a vaccine passport.

The current situation is a source of concern for Miluska, who explains that economic, 
political, and social issues affect women more, especially trans women. “We are very worried 
that the Congress elected by our people continues to be filled with conservative, anti-gender 
representatives who oppose all advances on rights”, she states. An example of what is at stake 
right now for trans people in Peru is the gender identity draft bill, which Miluska helped 
formulate and has been moving through the Peruvian congress since 2016. The proposal 
provides for a judicial and non-pathological process for transsexuality and proposes that 
the rectification of names in official documents should be free of charge. Although some 
progress was made in 2021, when the Women and Family Commission in Congress passed 
the draft bill,5 it is not known when the discussion of the topic will resume. 

Human rights organizations in the country are also facing challenges of their own. Because 
of the economic instability, these entities risk losing funding for their actions, which are 
now needed more than ever. Furthermore, the granting of protection measures for defenders 
and other activists is also being undermined. “Our comrades who go to demonstrations, go 
to Casa Trans and who sit in the office are the direct entourage of human rights defenders, 
so we are concerned with the lack of interest on the part of the state, the failure of the state 
to take protection measures”, Miluska explains while referring to the people she believes are 
at risk of suffering from the violence involved in the country’s current political situation. 

When faced with the absence of the State, organizing as groups – and, more importantly, 
in networks – is fundamental. The combined strength of both activists and organizations 
is what guaranteed trans people’s access to food during the most critical moments of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Networks such as Rede LacTrans, present in 23 countries, also 
mobilized to produce and disseminate reports such as “No Muero, Me Matan!”, which 
denounced the exclusion of trans women in Latin America and the Caribbean and informed 
the world of the situation in the country.

From her childhood in Lambayeque to the international recognition of her work, Miluska 
has witnessed countless losses and setbacks, both personal and collective: discrimination at 
university, where she was the first trans student, financial hardships, the challenges of life as a 
sex worker, family quarrels, threats and attacks as a human rights defender. None of that took 
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away her will to build a better future for herself and her comrades. With her grandmother’s 
love and the help of the numerous people who cross her path, Miluska keeps on going. In 
her own words, “This is Miluska’s starting point. I have suffered from violence, attempted 
robberies – they’ve even stolen some of our confidential documents. But I am very happy 
because I have met wonderful people who give their lives to promote human rights”.

Even though Miluska got into human rights activism almost by chance, her choice to 
continue in this field is a conscious one – and one that she reaffirms every day. Her 
greatest source of motivation is 
not the awards or national or 
international recognition, but 
rather the people who are with her 
along the way. “There are things 
that pay but that don’t involve 
money”, she says. Just the other 
day, she was approached by a young 
woman who told her that her work 
was inspiring and asked to take a 
picture with her. Miluska said she 
felt like a TikToker and concluded, 
“we are opening new paths”.

Miluska Luzquiños. 
Source: Personal archive photo.
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“WE WILL CONTINUE TO MAKE PROGRESS 
IN STRENGTHENING THE COMMISSION 

AND OUR MISSION TO SECURE AND PROTECT 
HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE REGION”

•   Interview with Tania Reneaum Panszi   •

By Sur Journal

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) is the main autonomous body of 
the Organization of American States (OAS). According to the OAS Charter and the American 
Convention on Human Rights, its mandate is to promote respect for and the defense of human 
rights in the region. It thus plays a leading role in the promotion of democracy on the continent.

For the IACHR, however, fulfilling its mandate has been a challenging process, especially in recent 
years, as it has had to monitor state action regarding human rights violations in the midst of 
social unrest, political instability, and the evident fragility of democratic systems in the region.

In an interview with Sur Journal, Tania Reneaum Panszi, who took office as the Commission’s 
Executive Secretary on June 1, 2021 for a 4-year term, talks about the challenges of the IACHR 
and her mandate in the context of the health and economic effects of the pandemic, the 
impacts of misinformation on historically discriminated populations, and, the global political 
crisis that is now affecting the region.

Among the priorities on her agenda, the Executive Secretary highlights the strengthening 
of the institutional autonomy of the IACHR, the implementation of strategic plans for the 
advancement of human rights, and the work to accelerate proceedings. Furthermore, she 
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Sur Journal • You have been the Executive Secretary at the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights (IACHR) since June 2021. Tell us about the priorities on your agenda and 
your expectations for this term in office.

Tania Reneaum Panszi • Since I became Executive Secretary, my priority has been to 
work to finish implementing the 2017-20212 Strategic Plan and continue pursuing this 
roadmap with the new Strategic Plan for 2023-20273 to respond to the human rights 
challenges facing the region. 

Up until now, in the exercise of my duties, the main areas of priority have been the 
strengthening of the autonomy of the IACHR and the work to protect and defend 
human rights. To draft the Strategic Plan for 2023-2027, we carried out a highly 
participatory, open, and transparent process to come up with a diagnosis and a plan 
to deal with the new regional realities caused by the COVID-19 pandemic based on 
the evolving nature of human rights. Regarding institutional strengthening, since I 
assumed my position, we have worked to build a goal-based organizational culture and 
management approach that helps improve the performance of the technical teams of 
the Executive Secretariat of the Inter-American Commission.

The priorities for the implementation of the 2017-2021 Strategic Plan are democratic 
institutionality; the independence of the judiciary branch and the prosecutor’s offices, and 
access to justice; the institutionalization of human rights; safety and violence; development 
and human rights; and gender equality and diversity. It is worth noting that one of the 
achievements of the last plan was the elimination of the procedural backlog in the initial 
review stage of the system of claims and cases. For the first time in decades, the Commission 
managed to ensure that all claims were examined upon receipt.

I am convinced that in the coming years, we will continue to make major progress in strengthening 
the Commission and our mission to secure and protect human rights in the region.

reaffirms the responsibility of states to uphold international human rights standards and the 
need for an evolving interpretation of these standards.

Tania Reneaum Panszi is a Mexican national and has a PhD in Law from Pompeu Fabra 
University in Barcelona, Spain. She holds an International Master in Criminal Law and 
Comparative Social Problems degree from the University of Barcelona and a second Master 
in Legal Sciences degree from Pompeu Fabra University. According to an OAS press release 
announcing her election, “Tania is the second woman to be elected Executive Secretary in the 
62-year history of the IACHR.”1

•  •  • 
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Sur • What are the main challenges that the IACHR is facing in a “post-pandemic” context?  

T.R.P. • I wish I could believe we are in a post-pandemic context, but we often hear 
about new variants of the virus and their consequences. Even so, the IACHR continues 
to prioritize its mission to defend and protect human rights in a regional context where 
poverty, inequality, and social exclusion have been exacerbated and in a global context 
marked by severe economic recession, war, lack of resources, and discrimination, which 
continues affecting millions of people. Violence, the migration crisis, climate change, 
arms dealing, militarization – there really are many issues that the world and the region 
in particular face. This shows us that it is urgent for states to put people and their human 
rights at the center of their actions.

The IACHR’s new Strategic Plan for 2023-2027 incorporates the impacts of 
COVID-19 both in its diagnosis of the regional context and its roadmap for action 
for the next five years, while seeking to ensure that every person in the region has 
better living conditions. All this based on the vision that people are always the beacon 
that guides the IACHR.

Sur • One of the goals of the 32nd issue of Sur Journal is to understand the current geopolitical 
scenario and its impacts on the promotion and defense of human rights. In this regard, how 
do the new global power dynamics affect human rights in the Americas? 

T.R.P. • In 2021 and until now, the IACHR has monitored, with some concern, certain 
trends connected to the weakening of democratic institutions at the regional level. As 
documented in the 2021 Annual Report,4 this hemisphere has seen a weakening of national 
human rights institutions, the closure of democratic spaces, and violence against rights 
defenders and journalists, including murder, harassment, intimidation, and criminalization. 

One could add to that the impacts of the post-pandemic economy, inflation, rising 
unemployment, and a war that, though it seems far away, affects the countries in our region. 
It necessarily hinders the access of millions of people to their rights, which is why we must 
think of urgent solutions in terms of government measures and public policies.

Gender violence against women also continues to occur at alarming rates. According 
to available data, until 2021, 14 of the 25 countries with the highest rates of femicide 
worldwide are in Latin America and the Caribbean. Furthermore, 34% of women aged 
15 to 19 have suffered physical or sexual violence at one point in their lives. At the 
global level, 31% of women have been the victims of violence, which is not the result of 
isolated acts, but rather structural conditions, social norms, and cultural patterns that 
legitimate and reproduce this violence.

Sur • How has the IACHR responded to movements and coalitions that use the grammar of 
human rights to attack rights, particularly those of minority groups in the region?  
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T.R.P. • States have a crucial role in guaranteeing human rights and complying with the 
international obligations they have adopted. These obligations include refraining from 
reproducing discrimination and stereotypes that lead to exclusion. In short, states should 
adopt an evolving interpretation of human rights and reinforce their interdependent nature. 

State measures, laws, and public policies must be based on international human rights 
standards. This is where the IACHR has played an important role, as part of its mandate to 
protect and defend human rights, using its different mechanisms, such as thematic reports 
or cases submitted to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights that address issues related 
to rights that could be at risk due to a narrative of groups that may permeate government 
actions and are based on discrimination, hate speech, misinformation, and prejudice. These 
mechanisms lead to recommendations by the IACHR and rulings by the Inter-American 
Court that give states the opportunity to adopt measures that turn attacks against rights into 
concrete actions for reparation, whenever necessary, and guarantee respect and protection 
for all people from all forms of discrimination and/or violence.

Sur • How has the IACHR dealt with the issue of misinformation and its negative impacts 
on human rights? 

T.R.P. • Misinformation has a direct impact on the exercise of freedom of expression under 
the right to information and also affects other rights, as we have recently seen during the 
pandemic regarding access to health and vaccines. Misinformation prevents people from 
making free and informed decisions, particularly in the digital age, in which misinformation 
is reproduced at an unprecedented speed and scope.

Furthermore, prejudice-based misinformation sustains historical discrimination and hate 
speech against, for instance, women, LGBTI people, indigenous peoples, people of African 
descent or immigrants, among others.

At the IACHR, we have systematically and extensively addressed the topic in press releases, 
good practices guides, public hearings held during sessions, and reports with concrete 
recommendations. In this regard, our practical guide5 on universal access to the Internet 
establishes a few guidelines, such as the need for states to fight misinformation with accurate, 
scientifically sound information and guarantee access to quality online education that allow 
users to develop digital skills and understand the contents disseminated online. 

It is important to recall one of the standards on the right to access to information, which has 
been included in the report on the Internet: states are obligated to ensure that all people can 
search, receive, and issue opinions and information under equal conditions. 

Sur • How does the IACHR, particularly the Executive Secretariat, act to fulfil its 
commitment to the diversity of voices and the promotion of greater participation of civil 
society in the Inter-American Human Rights System? 
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T.R.P. • The Executive Secretariat of the IACHR is committed to the plurality of voices 
and promoting greater civil society participation in the Inter-American System through 
constant dialogue and exchanges with civil society from the Americas and the Caribbean. 
The Commission managed to organize periodic meetings with civil society representatives 
during the sessions held throughout the year, where we received important information on 
the regional human rights situation. Public hearings held during the sessions are also crucial 
spaces for civil society participation, and in them, we have worked on a diversity of issues 
and wide dissemination to help increase participation. 

The IACHR’s recent experiences in field in crisis situations offer very concrete examples 
of our relationship with civil society. In June 2021, when we went to Colombia amidst 
the social protests,6 we spoke with civil society. Now that Peru is undergoing a crisis 
and social conflict, we went to those territories to listen to victims and human rights 
defenders.7 Their voices and experiences on the frontline are crucial for allowing 
the technical staff of the Executive Secretariat and members of the IACHR plenary 
understand complex realities. 

The 2023-2027 Strategic Plan was recently drafted as the result of a transparent 
consultation process that consisted of an open online consultation, 10 panel discussions 
with governments and civil societies, 12 consultations on priority topics and populations, 
5 internal workshops with members of the IACHR technical team and a consultation 
with OAS bodies. In total, 2,663 people, 40 states and 585 civil society organizations were 
part of this process. The commitment of the IACHR and its Executive Secretariat to the 
diversity of voices and greater participation comes to life through our practice of listening 
and establishing dialogue.

Tania Reneaum Panszi.  
Source: Personal archive photo.
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“Besides Human Rights, I Don’t 
See a Solution for Serving the 
Victims” 

INTERVIEW WITH KUMI NAIDOO 
“The Rule of Law Has 
Consolidated All the Injustices 
that Existed 
Before it” 

- THEMES -
 
JANET LOVE 
Are We Depoliticising Economic 
Power?: 
Wilful Business Irresponsibility 
and Bureaucratic Response by 
Human Rights Defenders 

PHIL BLOOMER 
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Networks and Organisations 
Working  in Migration and 
Human Rights in Mesoamerica 
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Supporting Locally-Rooted 
Organizations: The Work of the 
Fund for Global Human Rights in 
Mexico 

MIGUEL PULIDO JIMÉNEZ 
Human Rights Activism in Times 
of Cognitive Saturation: Talking 
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MALLIKA DUTT 
AND NADIA RASUL 
Raising Digital Consciousness: 
An Analysis of the Opportunities 
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CÉSAR RODRÍGUEZ-GARAVITO 
The Future of Human Rights: 
From Gatekeeping to Symbiosis 

DHANANJAYAN SRISKANDARAJAH 
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VÍCTOR ABRAMOVICH
State regulatory powers and 
global legal pluralism
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the case of Brazil

EVERYDAY HARM

DANIEL MACK
Small arms, big violations

MAYA BREHM
The human cost of bombing 
cities

POLICING

GUY LAMB
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CATHERINE WIHTOL DE WENDEN 
New migrations
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LUCÍA MARTELOTTE
25 years of quota laws in Latin 
America

DJAMILA RIBEIRO
Black feminism for a new 
civilizatory framework

DIYA UBEROI & BEATRIZ GALLI
Refusing reproductive health 
services on grounds of 
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JONAS BAGAS
Duterte and donor withdrawal
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& PABLO ORTELLADO
Fake news: what it is and how to 
deal with it

CASS SUNSTEIN
Is social media good or bad for 
democracy?

LUCY PURDON
A very secret ballot

MARIANA VALENTE 
& NATÁLIA NERIS
Are we going to feminise the 
internet?

REEM AL MASRI
Online public engagement in 
Jordan

- ESSAYS -

RAIANE PATRÍCIA S. ASSUMPÇÃO, 
FERNANDA DE MAGALHÃES 
DIAS, FRINHANI JAVIER AMADEO, 
ALINE LÚCIA DE ROCCO GOMES, 
DÉBORA MARIA DA SILVA , 
VALÉRIA AP. DE OLIVEIRA SILVA
State violence: seeking access to 
justice
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ALINE MAIA NASCIMENTO

From Winnie Mandela
to the Baixada Fluminense
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AND FUNDING

NICOLETTE NAYLOR
The only black woman at the 
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ISABELA OLIVEIRA KALIL
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